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To all those who,
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Preface

Since the beginning of formal dialogue between Christians and Muslims in
the latter half of the twentieth century, numerous Muslims have participated
in meetings, conferences, symposia, and the like. Many of these Muslims
were also scholars of Islam. Few among them, however, can be said to have
been so much at home with both Islam and Christianity as Mahmoud Ayoub.

Professor Ayoub is one of the pioneering Muslim scholars who have
invested heavily in interreligious dialogue. His familiarity with and expert-
ise in the Jewish and Christian as well as Muslim textual sources allow him
to approach these religions with a sense of grounding that is necessary for
any authentic dialogue and comparison.

As a historian of religion, he has written on Islamic theological, histor-
ical, and cultural issues with deeper insight and a broader perspective than
many of his contemporaries. As a scholar, Professor Ayoub writes from
within a historical-critical framework, and yet his writings carry an appre-
ciation of and sensitivity toward the issues he addresses. As a practicing Mus-
lim, he does not shy away from criticism where it is due in his own religious
tradition. As an honest partner in dialogue, he seldom holds back his appre-
ciation and praise for aspects in other traditions that he regards as conducive
to human spiritual and social progress.

This volume is a result of more than three decades of research and schol-
arly effort. Even though these studies have been previously published in var-
ious scholarly venues, their increasing relevance in the twenty-first century
merits their renewed presentation. Professor Ayoub has devoted consider-
able energy to a scholarly investigation of Qur'anic directives for pluralist liv-
ing. He has, by example and through his writings, shown the way that may
prove to be a model for other Muslims to emulate.

Many Muslims will agree with the conclusions Professor Ayoub has
drawn from his analyses of the texts he has explored. While the purpose of
his writings was to show convincingly what he as a Muslim scholar finds in
his sources, he remains open to further dialogue and discussion. This is con-
sistent with Muslim scholarship since the beginning of Islam where different
schools of thought argued and debated their respective theological positions
vis-a-vis other positions while being open to new ideas. Thus, in the end, an
important point of this book is not necessarily to convince others of its con-
clusions but mainly to invite them to continue the dialogue in the service of
learning and greater understanding.

The essays included in this selection are not exhaustive of Professor
Ayoub's writings on interreligious dialogue. He has published more than
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xu Preface

twenty-five essays that deal with Islam's relationship with other religions; a
vast majority of them are concerned with Christianity. Twenty-one of these
were published in Arabic as Dirasat fi al- 'Alaqat al-Masihiyyah al-lslamiyyah
(Studies in Christian-Muslim Relations).l The sixteen essays included here
were selected based on the following criteria: (1) their relevance to contem-
porary Muslim-Christian dialogue, and (2) their comparative theological
and/or historical content.

Many of the essays in this volume have been regarded as essential mate-
rials for any study of Islamic and Christian historical issues. They have been
widely cited in scholarly studies related to the larger theme of Christian-
Muslim relations. While the relevance of these essays remains, access to some
of these has become harder. Some of the essays were published in periodicals
and books that have become inaccessible. Therefore it was deemed neces-
sary to present them here collectively so as to add to the already growing
library of studies in relations between Christians and Muslims. This partic-
ular volume is unique because it is a product of both the intellectual and
experiential effort over a period of several decades and provides insights that
are sensitive and timely; and it is the result of a Muslim scholar's effort. While
other studies on themes in Christianity and Islam do exist, very few are
authored solely by Muslims. Fewer yet among them deal with deeper theo-
logical perspectives that are brought to bear on a host of historical and con-
temporary issues relevant to both Muslims and Christians. What makes this
volume important for a student of interreligious dialogue is that throughout
these essays, Ayoub has maintained a standard of theological discourse that
is the hallmark of a seasoned and passionate scholar.

The work of publishing these essays would not have been possible with-
out the help and support of Susan Perry at Orbis Books. I am very grateful
for her helpful suggestions and for her assistance at every level of the process.
It is also gratifying to know that this project has the blessing of Professor
Paul Knitter, himself an internationally recognized authority in interreligious
dialogue, who offered valuable suggestions toward making the final selection
of essays. Thanks also to Carol Bebawi at the Center for the Study of Islam
and Christian-Muslim Relations in Birmingham, U.K., who always responded
to my queries with diligence and compassion. I am equally grateful for the
help given to me by James Schultz, Ahmad Fuad Rahmat, Etin Anwar, and
Shalahudin Kafrawi in looking over the draft for diacritical errors and other
omissions. For me, this entire process gives hope for a continued discussion
and dialogue between various groups engaged in improving relations
between Muslims and Christians. It is vital to have examples of individuals
that inspire such prospects, and I am deeply grateful to Mahmoud Ayoub
for agreeing to have these essays published here and, of course, for writing
the introduction which helps situate the essays in their proper context.

Finally, lowe a debt of gratitude to my wife, Farah Chen (Xue Zhu),
who has been a constant source of support and inspiration in this and all of
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my other projects. Her dedication and help in providing a workable format
of the printed essays made it possible for a timely completion of the editing
and proofreading of the manuscript.

Notes

1. Dirasat fi al- 'Alaqat al-Masihiyyah al-Islamiyyah, 2 vois. (Beirut: Markaz aI-
Dirasat al-Masihiyyah al-Islamiyyah, 2000 [vol. 1]; 2001 [vol. 2]).



Note on Transl iteration and Style

For the sake of the general reader Arabic words (names and titles in notes)
have not been transliterated with diacritical marks such as over bars and
underdots. However, Islamic terms relevant to the subject matter of the text
(both within the body of the text as well as in notes) are italicized and have
been rendered with complete diacritical marks because these facilitate their
correct pronunciation. A glossary of such terms appears on pages 251-53.
Islamic terms commonly used in English such as the Qur'an, hadith, surah,
and jihad are not italicized and are free of diacritical marks.

The Arahic letter 'ayn has been retained in most Islamic words and is
represented by an open single quote mark ('), while the closing single quote
mark (') denotes the harnza consonant.

To indicate the feminine, the final h (ta' rnarbuta) has been retained in
terms such as shahadah and jannah. The h becomes a t in idafa elisions, as
in jannat al-firdaws.

The short vowel mark (') is retained in words such as sarna' (heaven),
'ularna' (religious scholars), and hunafa' (pI. of hanif, a generic monotheist).

Unless otherwise noted, dates are given in A.H.lC.E. format. A.H. refers to
Anno Hegira, the Islamic Hijri calendar. The year A.H. 1 corresponds to the
622 C.F., which was the year when Prophet Muhammad migrated from
Makkah to Madinah.

All translations are by the author unless otherwise noted.
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Introduction
MAHMOUD MUSTAFA AYOUB

Muslim-Christian dialogue is as old as Islam itself. It began when the Prophet
Muhammad sought confirmation of the authenticity of his message in the
witness of the Christian savant Waraqah b. Nawfal,1 the cousin of his wife
Khadijah, who may have herself been a Christian. Furthermore, tradition
reports that while still a youth, Muhammad met a Syrian monk called Bahi-
rah who recognized him as the "prophet of the end of time."2 The Syrian
monk is said to have recognized Muhammad by the seal of prophethood,
which he saw between his shoulders.]

The Qur'an affirms more than once the special importance of this Chris-
tian witness to the truth of its own message.4 It tells Muhammad, while still
uncertain of the veracity of his prophetic experience, "If you are in doubt
concerning what We have sent down to you, ask those who read the Scrip-
tures before you" (10:94). The Qur'an likewise attributes to Jesus the pre-
diction of a messenger who would come after him, "whose name is Ahmad,"
that is, Muhammad (Q. 61:6). This led Muslim traditionists and historians
to seek confirmation of the truth of Muhammad's prophetic mission in the
books of both the Old and the New Testaments.s

The view that Muhammad may have often met desert monks, in or
around Makkah, even before the beginning of his prophetic career, is not
implausible. But such encounters, if indeed they took place at all, could only
have left a generally positive personal impression on him. Both the possibil-
ity of such an impression and also its lack of decisive impact on his message
find some support in the Qur'an, as will become apparent in the course of
this discussion. But they could not have influenced the making of the Qur'an
itself or the general tenor of Muhammad's message. Therefore, the well-
known Swedish scholar Tor Andrae, in my view, goes much further in assess-
ing the psychological and spiritual effects of such hypothetical encounters
on the Prophet's thought and mission than either the Qur'an or earliest
sources of prophetic biography and tradition could bear out.6

The Qur'an is ambivalent in its treatment of the people of the Book-
Jews and Christians-and their beliefs, as well as their moral and spiritual
conduct. While it cannot be denied that the Prophet's attitudes toward the
two faith communities were to a considerable extent determined by the
social, political, and theological realities of the time, the Qur'an always dealt
with these realities within the logic of its own faith and worldview. This
ambivalent approach can be discerned in the Qur'an's warm and sympa-
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2 Introduction

thetic appreciation of Christian piety,7 on the one hand, and the brief allusion
to a well-documented positive but disputatious meeting between Muham-
mad and a delegation of the Christian community of the valley of Najran of
South Arabia, on the other.s

Two points concern us in this meeting. The first is that the Prophet first
challenged the Christians of Najran to the well-known context of impreca-
tion (mubahalah)9 to prove the truth of his new faith against the Christian
claim of his divine sonship. Then he concluded a peace treaty with the Chris-
tians, which they themselves had wisely proposed, instead of forcing a con-
frontation in which they would at all events have been the losers. The second,
and more important, point in my view is that when the time for their after-
noon prayers came, the Prophet allowed them to pray in his mosque. This he
did in spite of the loud protestations of some of his companions. III

This significant report is fully consonant with the Qur'anic view of the
inviolability of and open access to houses of worship. Mosques, monastic
cells, churches, and synagogues are houses of God in which "His name is
mentioned, and where He is glorified evenings and mornings" (Q. 24:36).
God, the Qur'an further asserts, in His wisdom protects such houses of wor-
ship by repelling their would-be destroyers by others who would defend
them: "Had God not restrained some people by others, monastic cells,
churches, synagogues and mosques in which God's name is remembered
much would have been demolished" (Q. 22:40). Furthermore, the Qur'an
emphatically condemns those who hinder God's worshipful servants from
frequenting His houses and who seek their destruction. It accuses such evil
perpetrators of wrongdoing (:s;ulm) and predicts for them a grievous punish-
ment (Q. 2:114).

Coming after both the Torah of Moses and Gospel of Jesus Christ, the
Qur'an saw itself not as contradicting or replacing these Scriptures, but as
confirming them. It asserts, "He [God] sent down the Book to you [Muham-
mad] with the truth, confirming (the scriptures) that were before it, and He
sent down the Torah and the Gospel aforetime, a guidance for humankind
... " (Q. 3:3-4). This means that the Qur'an came to confirm not only the
Jewish and Christian Scriptures but every "Book" that God had, or may
have, revealed before it.ll

The Qur'an lays down four basic rules or principles that it considers to
be necessary for the truth claim of any religion. The first is that a true reli-
gion must be enshrined in a divinely revealed scripture or sacred law
(shar['ah). Second, it must acknowledge and proclaim God's absolute One-
ness (tawl;[ d). Third, it must enjoin dynamic faith in God and the last day.
Fourth, it should foster righteous living (il;san). On the basis of these four
principles, the Qur'an affirms the truth of the faith of Muslims, Jews, Chris-
tians, and Sabaeans.12

It must be observed that, based on these principles, the Qur'an's view of
the truth or untruth of any religion is both particularistic and universal. It is
particularistic in that it demands of other religious traditions conformity to
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its own criteria in upholding or denying their truth and authenticity. It is uni-
versal in that it sees these principles as perennial truths on which not only
Islam but all revealed religions and philosophies are based. In fact, in them-
selves these principles constitute the universal and primordial islam to which
the Qur'an came to call all of humankind.

Moreover, in accordance with the principle of the Oneness of God the
Qur'an calls on all the people of the Book, Jews, Christians, and Muslims,
to come together to a unity of faith in and worship of God alone. It calls on
them to repudiate all forms of idolatry, and particularly the idolatry of ele-
vating other human beings to a level of equality with God (Q. 3:64). Within
this unity of faith and worship, the Qur'an calls for a community of Scrip-
tures, revealed by God, the Lord of all the people of faith in Him. Thus, in
quest of this interreligious unity of faith, the Qur'an commands the Mus-
lims to engage the people of the Book in the "fairest dialogue," and to say
to them, "we accept faith in that which was sent down to us and that which
was sent down to you. Our God and your God is One, and to Him we are
Submitters" (Q. 29:46).

To this end, the Qur'an categorically condemns the arrogant boasting by
any of the followers of all three monotheistic religions of the superiority of
their faith over that of either of the two other communities. It states, "It is not
in accordance with your [Muslims] wishes, nor the wishes of the people of the
Book; rather, whoever does evil, s/he will be recompensed for it, nor will s/he
find any friend or helper against God. And, anyone who performs righteous
deeds-male or female-and is a person of faith, those will enter the garden
[of paradise] and they will not be wronged in the least" (Q. 4:123-24). Thus
we see that the criterion for acceptance with God is neither religious identity
nor class or gender but faith and good deeds.

I have dwelt on the Qur'an at some length in this brief introductory essay
for three reasons. First, while the Islamic tradition with all its richness has
always been open to much debate and controversy, the Qur'an remains the
only foundational source on which all Muslims agree, and to which they all
turn for guidance and support. Second, as can be deduced from our cursory
discussion so far, the Qur'an accepts with approval both religious pluralism
and diversity. The centrality of the Qur'an in Muslim life and piety needs no
argument or explanation. The Qur'an's attitude to religious pluralism and
diversity, however, remains a challenge and source of much debate and con-
tention for Muslims and non-Muslims alike. It will, therefore, constitute one
of my main concerns in these essays.

Third, one of the central theses of this book is that the Qur'an came not
to establish an Islamic empire but a community of faiths that would include
Muslims, Jews, Christians, Sabaeans, and any other faith community that
claims to live by the four principles outlined above. In other words, I am
convinced that neither the Qur'an nor Muhammad demanded that Jews and
Christians abandon their faiths for Islam in return for living in peace and
harmony with Muslims.
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Sad to say, neither Muslims nor Jews nor Christians have so far heeded
this Qur'anic summons. In spite of disagreements with, and even polemics
against, specific Jewish and Christian beliefs and practices, the Qur'an
repeatedly calls for peace and harmony among all the peoples of the Book,
based on the mutual acceptance of all God's Books and Prophets, including
Muhammad and the Qur'an. In short, for almost fourteen hundred years the
Qur'an has been calling Muslims, Jews, and Christians to what we have still
in vain been trying to achieve for the last half century or so, namely, inter-
religious ecumenism based on a sincere dialogue of faith. One of the primary
aims of this book is to echo this call.

The present volume is a collection of sixteen essays that deal with a wide
variety of topics and that have been written over a period of four decades.
They thus mirror my spiritual and intellectual growth and maturity. Dr. Irfan
A. Omar, the editor of this book, and I have, however, attempted to give the
book a semblance of coherent presentation by grouping the materials the-
matically.

The book is divided topically into four sections. In the first section are
essays that reflect on both the context and the need for genuine Muslim-
Christian dialogue and on some of our commonly held values and beliefs.
The second section deals comparatively with important theological and
juridical issues. In the third section, I offer some Islamic and personal reflec-
tions on christo logy, which remains one of the richest and most difficult areas
in Muslim-Christian dialogue. One of the central arguments of the essays in
this section of the book is the need to recognize the reality of a genuine
Islamic christology and to take it seriously both in our dialogue and in our
study of the Qur'an and its message. lt is hoped that this small contribution
will be a good step toward that goal.

No one can deny the goodwill both Christians and Muslims have been
showing around the world, and especially in North America, in tackling such
difficult issues as the September 11, 2001 tragedy and its aftermath and the
recent infamous Danish cartoons, caricaturing the Muslims and their
Prophet. In the fourth and final section, I turn to some specific issues of dia-
logue in the modern world. Here too, I offer some comparative perspectives
on issues of common concern. The first essay deals with an important
Qur'anic expression of amity and appreciation of the piety of the desert
monks who played a crucial role in the formation of both Eastern Christian
and Islamic spirituality. Here I deal with some contemporary interpretations
of the Qur'anic verses expressing this attitude. The next article deals with
modern Muslim views of Christianity, and discusses the views of four Egypt-
ian scholars. The final essay looks at the specific Christian approach to Islam,
that of his holiness the late Pope John Paul II.

lt remains for me to thank a few institutions and individuals that helped
these scattered articles to come together in one volume. I have over the years
enjoyed with gratitude much help and encouragement from the World
Islamic Call Society, which has kindly helped both morally and materially in
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the production of this book. I likewise acknowledge gratefully the continued
help and encouragement of the Alavi Foundation. The present publication
would have not been possible without the kind permission of the previous
publishers of the articles who are too many to list here. But to them all, I am
most thankful.

This book is the fruit of the patient and dedicated labors of my former
student and present colleague and friend, Irfan Omar. He has been urging me
for years to agree to such a project; I am glad I finally agreed. To his metic-
ulous editing this book owes its attractive presentation and value.

Finally, I acknowledge with thanks and deep appreciation the encour-
agement and willingness of Susan Perry of Orbis Books to republish these
studies in one volume. To her and all those who helped this book to appear
in print I express my deep indebtedness. I hope that this effort will contribute
in a small way to a better understanding among the Christians and Muslims
of our troubled world.

Notes

1. See Alfred Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad (London: Oxford University
Press, 1955), 107.

2. For a traditional account of this encounter, see ibid., 79-81.
3. Ibid., 80. Western scholars have questioned the veracity of this tradition on

the grounds that the Qur'an makes no reference to any trade journeys of Muhammad,
and that the Syriac word hhira means simply monk, which renders the entire account,
in their view, a tale of pious fiction. See W. M. Watt, Muhammad at Mecca (London:
Oxford University Press, 1953),33-38.

4. See Q. 16:43, where the people of the Book are called "the people of the
rememhrance," that is, the scripture; see also Q. 21:7.

5. For an early claim that the Holy Spirit (paraclitus), which Jesus promised his
disciples to come after him (John 14:16; 16:7), referred to Muhammad, see GuiJ-
Lmme, Life of Muhammad, 655-66. For a sustained effort to find support for the
truth of Muhammad's prophethood in the Bible, see Ali ibn Rabban al-Tabari, ai-Din
wa'l-dawlah fi ithhat nuhuwwat Muhammad, translated by A. Mingana under the
title, The Book of Religion and Empire (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1923).

6. See Tor Andrae, Muhammad: The Man and his Faith, trans. Theophil Men-
zel (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1935),90-93.

7. See Jane McAuliffe, Qur'anic Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Mod-
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The Need for Dialogue
Setting the Context



1

The Need for Harmony and
Collaboration between
Muslims and Christians

A distinction is usually made in Christian circles between ecumenism and
interfaith dialogue. Ecumenism is taken to mean dialogue among Chris-
tians-between Catholics, Protestants, and Orthodox-while interfaith
dialogue means dialogue with people of other faiths. I would like to suggest
that, as Christians and Muslims, we should re-examine what the term "rev-
elation in faith," or the trust which God has laid upon us, really means.

The old Greek use of oikoumene (ecumenical) meant the inhabited earth,
which was not inhabited only by Christians or Muslims. The oikoumene was
a religious civilized society. I look forward, therefore, to the time when "ecu-
menical" is used in its proper sense.

Whether we like it or not, we live today in a pluralistic world. Yet, we
are not and cannot be an undifferentiated mass of humankind. Yes, we are
one humanity, but we are also different peoples, cultures, and religious com-
munities. The Qur'an repeats many times the idea that God created us all
from one soul, and from that soul created its mate; and from the two He
scattered many men and women. The other important and often-quoted
verse related to this is the following Qur'anic challenge: "humankind we
have created you from one male and one female and made you into differ-
ent nations and tribes that you may know one another, surely the noblest
view in God's sight is the most righteous." Humanity is one in essence and
substance but diverse in culture and in race, that is, ethnic composition.
Moreover, humanity is one in its quest to comprehend and do the will of
God, for "surely the noblest in God's sight is one who is the most righteous"
(Q.49:13).

For us to make sense of our two traditions today, we have to trace some
of the important outlines of our history and our relationships. The first thing
that we must understand is that both traditions were born in seclusion and

Previously published in Information and Formation (Kuala Lumpur: Catholic Research
Centre, 1994), 109- 19. Reprinted by permission.
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in public. Christ, before embarking upon his ministry, spent forty days in
the wilderness, alone with God but also with Satan. The Prophet Muham-
mad spent months of seclusion, one month every year, the month of
Ramadan, when he contemplated God's creation and the plight of his own
people. Islam was born not in the humdrum of a crowded city, the city of
Makkah, but in the meditative solitude of one man with his Lord in the cave
of Mount Hira.

This private and public character of our two faiths continues to domi-
nate their development. Christianity arose at the time when religions prolif-
erated in the Mediterranean basin, and the quest for the truth was clear
indeed. Not everything written by early Christian polemicists about these
religions is true. People were seeking a noble ideal by which to live. They
sought this ideal in the mystery religions and in ancient Greek philosophies.
Christianity came with a call to morality and with a synthesis of the truth
that people were looking for. We see this searching very clearly in the career
of St. Augustine, who moved from the ideal of his Latin culture to the
Manichean religion of Iran and then to Christianity. Even then, St. Augus-
tine was disillusioned with the treatment of the problem of evil "in the books
of the Platonists."

In the same way, Islam was born at the time when many Arabs were
convinced of the futility of their ancient religious practices and many were
looking for meaning and truth. A whole class of people, the hunafii' (the
pious ones), to which the Prophet Muhammad may have belonged, was thor-
oughly influenced by Jewish and Christian ideas and moral principles. The
"pious ones," however, did not join either of the two communities because
they thought that the Christians and the Jews were always at odds, accusing
each other of infidelity. This is attested to by the Qur'an in the following
words: "The Jews say the Christians have nothing on which to stand and
the Christians say the Jews have nothing on which to stand, yet both of them
read the scriptures" (Q. 2:113).

Islam remolded, as it were, aspects of Arab culture, such as the pilgrim-
age and animal sacrifices, and ideas from Jewish and Christian sources, into
a new religious world view. This world view is both personal and universal.
The Qur'an presents Islam as the first and primordial religion, the Islam of
all the prophets, of all those who believe in the one and only God, creator
and sustainer of all creation. Those who have that faith and obey God are
Muslims in the broadest and most essential sense of the word. Yet the
Qur'an, and this we see clearly in the career of the Prophet Muhammad, was
also aiming at establishing a new world order (Q. 26:214). The earliest com-
mands to the Prophet were to preach the faith to his nearest of kin. Then he
was ordered to warn the mother of cities, Makkah (Q. 6:92).

The Qur'an declares in two interesting verses both the spiritual dimen-
sion of Muhammad's message and the historical dimension. Spiritually,
Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, was told, "we have not sent you except
as a Mercy to humankind" (Q. 21:107). Muhammad as Mercy is a new spir-
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itual guide to humankind, one sent to guard and to do good. In another verse
the Prophet declares, "0 humankind I am the Messenger of God to you all"
(Q. 7:158; see also Q. 34:28); here, then, we see a move from the most par-
ticular to the most universal in Islam. Muhammad as a messenger to
humankind is also a lawgiver and maker of civilization.

Christianity and Islam came with the claim that they are universal faiths,
meant for all of humanity, and both claimed that all human beings are equal.
This is an ideal that I believe was held both by the early church and also by
the Muslim community. To be sure, it was often violated, but the ideal
remains an ideal.

Two principles distinguish Islam and Christianity and serve as principles
on which we can find a theological basis of harmony. But we can also rec-
ognize a basis of difference. The challenge for us is to listen to the way God
has spoken to each of our two communities, to respect what God has said
to them, and to recognize that it may be different and sometimes vastly dif-
ferent from what was said to us. (1) The scriptures of both communities state
that God has always spoken to people. The beginning of the Epistle to the
Hebrews declares, "At various times in the past and in various different
ways, God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets; but in our own
time, the last days, he has spoken to us through his Son Uesus Christ] ... "
(Heb 1:1).

The Qur'an even more universally declares that there is not a nation but
that God has sent to it a warner or a prophet speaking its language and call-
ing it to God within its own historical context. Thus, Muslims are required
by the Qur'an to believe in all the prophets of God, all 124,000 of them,
even though the Qur'an names only twenty-one.

The two traditions also give prominence to community and revelation.
But here comes the difference. The Muslim ummah was shaped by the
Qur'an, while the New Testament is a product of the church. Where, then,
is revelation in the two communities? For Islam, God revealed himself and
His will in human words. Hence, the transcendent became human, that is to
say, the transcendent and eternal word of God, preserved with Him in the
well-guarded tablet, took on human words which we recite and we write in
a book. Yet it is the Muslims themselves who shaped the Book when it was
collected during the rule of the third caliph, Uthman. But the authority of the
Qur'an was supreme, even at the time of the Prophet. We see this in the fact
that the Qur'an often went against Muhammad's decisions. In that sense,
only during the life of Muhammad can we speak of the Islamic state as a
true theocracy. Thereafter, the Islamic state becomes, what I would call, a
nomocracy, a state or an order based on Islam or on commitments to obey
the divine law.

Revelation in Islam is therefore a Book. To explain my point, let me read
the first verses of the Fourth Gospel, both from an Islamic and from a Chris-
tian perspective, which will highlight the differences between the two tradi-
tions. John writes, "In the beginning was the Word." So far Islam would
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agree. "The Word was with God." Yes, but Islam would not go on to say,
"And the Word was God." God transcends his revelation.

Then the Fourth Gospel affirms the Word to be the agent of creation.
The Qur'an, however, is not the agent of creation, but rather of human his-
tory. Revelation is in history, and through it history is made. Revelation and
creation go hand in hand, but the word of God, that is, the word of creation,
is not the Qur'an. It is rather the word of command (amr) or the divine fiat.
When God wishes to create something, He says to it, "Be," and it is.

The crucial difference comes later in the prologue to the Fourth Gospel.
John writes, "And the Word became Flesh and dwelt among us." If we were
to read this verse Islamically, we would read, "And the Word became Book
and entered our history," to be shaped by it and to shape it.

A parallel has often been made by both Western and Muslim scholars
between Christ in Christianity and the Qur'an in Islam-both the Word of
God. The parallel is useful if it is not carried too far. Muslims also say that
Christ is the Word of God, but they do not mean it in the sense of the Logos
of the Fourth Gospel or of any Logos christo logy of the church. Christ is,
according to the Qur'an, a direct creation of God through His word of com-
mand, "Be" (Q. 3:59).

In Islam, revelation as scripture comes from an original heavenly source.
The heavenly Book is an idea that goes back to the Babylonians. The Qur'an
calls this heavenly source "Mother of the Book," or the "well-guarded
tablet. "

The essence or the truth of revelation is the Trust (amimah) that God
offered to the heavens and the earth, to the mountains and the hills. But they
all honored it, cowered before it, and refused to bear it. But humankind
accepted it. Humankind is foolish and self-destructive.

This Islamic understanding of revelation came to be superimposed on
all revelations; thus Muslims could not, in the Qur'an or later, understand or
accept the idea that God could reveal himself in a human person, that is to
say, Jesus Christ. Rather, God revealed His will to Christ, in the Gospel. The
Gospel becomes not the good news of the kerygma of faith that "Jesus is
risen," but rather a sacred text of moral and quasi-legal principles, in many
ways resembling the Qur'an. Therefore, if a Muslim were to be asked,
"Where is the Gospel of Jesus Christ?" he would say, "It is the parables of
Jesus and the Sermon on the Mount and whatever in the Gospel that can be
isolated as the teaching of Jesus, but it is not the story of the life, ministry,
and passion of Christ." We cannot, therefore, agree on the concept of reve-
lation in either Islam or Christianity.

The expression "people of the Book" (ahl al-kitah) can, in my view, be
used as a unifying idea. In the Qur'an it is limited to Jews, Christians, and
Muslims. The Muslims are "people of the Book" in the strictest possible
sense. This concept was eventually broadened so as to include all communi-
ties possessing scriptures, for example, Hindus and Zoroastrians. In the
Qur'an, however, this concept is limited to the family of Abraham.
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Rarely docs the Qur'an use the word ahl to characterize a community of
people; rather, the Qur'an and the Arabic language in general use the word
ahl to mean a person's husband or wife and children and so on. That is to
say, ahl is one family. I am justified then in interpreting the Qur'anic expres-
sion ahl al-kiUih to mean "family of the Book." This concept too is one that
can unite us. All the people of the Book are the spiritual and physical descen-
dents of the monotheistic faith of Abraham, whose faith is basic to all our
faiths and whose faith, as the Qur'an says, predates the Torah and the
Gospel. In that sense, the Prophet Muhammad in the Qur'an insisted on call-
ing people to the faith of Abraham.

In choosing Abraham, the Qur'an makes a good choice. He not only
represents the father of faith of all the monotheistic peoples, but he also rep-
resents the rational person who spends much time and energy in quest of the
knowledge of God.

This brings me to yet another basic principle that Islam formulates and
presents in the Qur'an which is common to all humankind. It is the princi-
ple of the fi,trah, or the original state of creation of all human beings. The
Qur'an says, "Set your faith, that is to say, 'your person,' straight in the reli-
gion as a man of pure faith" (Q. 30:30). "Pure faith" is the faith of Abraham,
who is often called in the Qur'an the "man of pure faith." The verse goes on
to say, "This is the original creation upon which God fashioned all of
humankind. There is no altering of God's creation."

A prophetic hadith explains this verse as follows: "There is not a child
that he or she is born upon this fitrah, this original state of the knowledge
of God. And his parents make him a Jew, a Christian, or a Zoroastrian."
The hadith continues, "and if they are Muslims, a Muslim."

Here we corne to an interesting distinction between Islam as an institu-
tion and Islam as inner submission to God, or, if you wish, between Islam
and Tman, "faith." I have already mentioned Islam as a universal and pri-
mordial principle-Cod's way for all creation. But Islam is also on one level
an institutionalized religion that was to distinguish one particular commu-
nity from all other communities. We see this clearly in the shahadah, or wit-
ness, of Islam: "I hear witness that there is no God but God and I bear
witness that Muhammad is the Messenger of God." The first part is univer-
sal, and, if we are open, we can understand it and even adopt it through our
own unaided reason. But when a Muslim goes on to say, "I bear witness that
Muhammad is the Messenger of God," he or she is affirming his or her com-
mitment to follow the religion or law that God reveals to Muhammad-in
other words, to he a Muslim in the institutionalized sense.

Here we come to a very important legal distinction between Muslims
and non-Muslims that cannot he ignored. It is interesting to note that in one
very important prophetic hadith the minimum that is expected from people
is an affirmation of God. The Prophet says, "I have been commanded to
fight with people until they say 'there is no God but God.' When they say this
they protect from me their lives and their possessions. Accept what is due
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from them in the zakah, 'legal almsgiving,' and their final reckoning is with
God."

This is perhaps an early and very significant stage, and this is in total
agreement with the Qur'anic challenge to Muslims and non-Muslims to
"come to a word of common agreement to worship no other but God."

I am convinced that the Prophet Muhammad and the Qur'an did not
expect Jews and Christians to give up their religion and to become Muslims
unless they wanted to but only to observe God's continuous care for
humankind and acknowledge that the revelation he gave to the Prophet
Muhammad is a genuine revelation and that Muhammad is a genuine
prophet. This is something that can be done. Once in an interfaith meeting,
for example, the non-Muslim organizers wished to incorporate elements of
the Islamic call to prayer in their final prayer service. "God is greatest, come
to prayers, come to the good," were the words they chose. They omitted the
phrase, "I bear witness that Muhammad is the Messenger of God." Had they
included the reference to Muhammad, it would have meant a commitment
to Islam. The original demand that the Qur'an made of Jews and Christians
is simply to accept Muhammad as a Prophet and Islam as an authentic reli-
gion, without necessarily having to give up their faith.

The following verse occurs twice in the Qur'an in exactly the same way:
"Surely those who have faith, those who are Jews and those who are Chris-
tians, and the Sabeans, whoever has faith in God, and the last day, and does
good works, will have his reward with his Lord. No fear shall come upon
them, nor will they grieve" (Q. 2:62; 5:69). Muslims have written much
about the identity of the Sabeans. I would say that they represent all people
who have no Book-that is, people who are not Jews and Christians but
who have an idea of, and in some way worship, a transcendent Supreme
Being, or God. There are few religious traditions, if any, that do not have
some idea of a supreme being.

The early church always saw herself as an ecclesia semper reformanda,
a church that is always in a state of reforming itself. This also characterizes
Islam. Islam is a continuously self-reforming religion. In a commentary in
the Qur'an on the meaning of animal sacrifices, we are told, "God does not
receive either the fat or the blood of these animals, but what reaches Him
from you is righteousness (taqwa)" (Q. 22: 37). It is not the sacrifices we
offer but our intention behind them that eventually matters. Islam always
tries to go beyond the institutionalization of religion in law and custom. We
see this clearly in an important verse of the Qur'an, which in part reads as
follows:

It is not righteousness that you turn your faces toward the East and
the West [that is, in prayerJ. True righteousness is this: to have faith
in God and the last day, the angels, the scriptures, and the prophets;
to give of one's wealth, though it may be cherished, to the next of
kin and the orphans, the destitute and the wayfarer, to the needy
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and for the redemption of slaves; to observe regular worship and to
give the obligatory alms. Those who fulfill their covenant having
bound themselves by it and those who are patient in misfortune and
adversity and in times of strife: these are true in their faith; these are
God fearing. (Q. 2:177)

The essence of faith in both traditions is expressed in the Sermon on the
Mount and in the parables of Jesus, in particular, the parable of the Good
Samaritan and the apocalyptic parable in Matthew 25. Those who will be on
God's right hand, the sheep as it were, will not be people who went to church
every Sunday or prayed five times a day or who were bishops or popes;
rather, it will be those who consoled the sorrowful, visited the sick, cared
for prisoners, clothed the naked, and fed the hungry. Martin Luther may not
like this, but this is what Jesus said.

In other sayings of Jesus, care for others is placed next to love of God.
This, according to him, is the essence of the law and the prophets. Jesus, of
course, was referring to the book of Leviticus. The idea that the best way to
obey God is through care for our fellow human beings is essential to all three
monotheistic faiths. Caring for the wayfarer in Islam, for example, can be
translated in modern times into caring for those who have no home, who
are always on the move, either as refugees or as homeless in our big cities,
helping those who are in dire poverty, or who are sick. Obeying God means
to clothe the naked, to care for the children, to do social work, in short, to
work together toward achieving a just society.

On this we can all agree. This is work in God's cause, to which the
Qur'an is calling Muslims, Jews, Christians, and all human beings. It is a
call to worship God alone and to realize that part of the worship of God is
to do good to His creatures.

As for the theological points, such as the question of revelation, the mys-
tery of the Trinity, the divinity of Christ, the prophethood of Muhammad,
these are points that need much patience and prayer. We cannot create har-
mony on the basis of these points. Perhaps in time Christians and Muslims
will be able to relate to the ideas of the other without having to resort to a
supermarket religion, where one can pick and choose the concepts one likes,
or to compromise one's faith in any way. We must obey God as Muslims and
as Christians, not as Muslims who are also Christians or Christians who are
also Muslims. We are different, and it is God's will that we be different. God
says in the Qur'an, "surely in the diversity of your languages and your col-
ors [and that would include cultures as well], there is a divine sign if you can
only understand" (Q. 30:22). Diversity is not bad; it is an act of divine mercy
that we are different, that we can have a rich spirituality that takes different
forms and different traditions.

We are also one humanity under God. Theological doctrines may divide
us, but faith unites LIS. In faith, as Muslims and Christians trying to under-
stand the will of God for our lives, we are all challenged by God to be Mus-
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lims and Christians in the deepest possible sense. We are strangers in this
world; in this we are together. We are together as strangers in faith, in a
world that is dominated by brute power, materialism, and disunity. In
Europe, in the Middle East, in South Asia, in South America, even in the
American cities there is much poverty and pain.

What faith teaches us most, in my view, is humility before God. He is the
king, and we are all His creatures. This is where the Islamic declaration
Allahu Akbar, "Greater than all things is God," is a declaration that can
have profound meaning for all of us, Muslims and Christians.

If we cannot be united on the basis of faith and liturgy or devotion, then
we can at least try to understand why it is that our doctrines are different.
We are different and we are what we are because it is God's wish. The Qur'an
again states, "Had your Lord so wished he would have made all of human-
ity one ummah" (Q. 11:118). The challenge is this: "Vie with one another
in the performance of good works. To God shall be your return and He will
inform you of the things concerning which you have differed." Let us be
grateful for our differences as they enrich our lives. But also, let us be humbly
grateful for our similarities as members of one humanity. faith itself is a
stranger in the world. When wars that began while the Prophet Muhammad
lay unburied tore the community apart, and when Christians killed one
another during the centuries of the Inquisition and the period following the
Reformation, faith was a stranger. We can perhaps find solace in the words
of the Prophet Muhammad: "Islam came to the world stranger and it will
return a stranger as it began. Blessed are the strangers."



2

The Islamic Context of
Muslim-Christian Relations

From its inception, Islam was nourished by the piety, lore, and spirituality of
the people of the Book, Jews and Christians. In ancient Arabia, it was the
desert monks who provided healing and hope, faith and fulfillment for gen-
erations of men and women. From Jesus and St. Paul to Muhammad, Chris-
tian spirituality, learning, and culture possessed an air of fascination and
mystery for Arabs. This fascination is clearly evident in Islamic lore, the
Qur'an, and poetry before and after Islam. In fact, Christianity alone pro-
vided religion, properly speaking, to the Arabs before Islam. Apart from the
hajj pilgrimage rites, the religion of the Arabs lacked liturgy and ritual. More
importantly, it lacked a proper perspective or philosophy of history. Arabic
was a private language, and Christian Arabs worshiped in Aramaic, the lin-
gua franca of Syro-Aramaean culture.1 Likewise, beyond the starkly pes-
simistic and rudimentary notion that Time (al-dahr) was an agent of death
and misfortune, not to be trusted, pre-Islamic Arab religion was crude and
primitive (Q. 45:24).2 It was natural, therefore, that the religious experience
of Jews and Christians should provide both the witness and frame of refer-
ence for the new faith, at least in its formative stages.

This special relationship between Islam and Christianity did not imply
that the Prophet Muhammad, Islam's scripture, and early community were
not aware of their own distinctive identity and the originality of their new
faith. It was rather that the awareness of a continuation with, and even
dependence of, the Islamic message on its Jewish and Christian predecessors,
together with Islam's sharp differences with both of them, led Islam and Mus-
lims to adopt an ambivalent attitude toward Christians and Jews. To be sure,
this attitude was less ambivalent and more hostile toward the Jews. That,
however, was due to certain political and economic circumstances in the new
Muslim state of Madinah with its influential and generally well-organized
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Jewish community. It must be further noted that the confident assertion of
absolute originality, primordiality, and supersessionism of Islam over Chris-
tianity and Judaism was only a later development in Muslim law and theol-
ogy that was read back into the Qur'an and hadith tradition.

Islam saw itself from the beginning as yet another expression of the
Abrahamic faith and obedient submission (islam) to God. This faith, more-
over, was not limited to Abraham; rather, it was the faith of all the prophets
before and after him, including Moses and Jesus. The early Islam of the
Prophet and his immediate successors did not, in my view, require the peo-
ple of the Book to abandon their religion as a price for living in amity and
interacting positively with Muslims. Nor does the Qur'an claim that Islamic
sacred law, the sharf'ah, has abrogated the sacred law of Moses and Christ.
Why, then, it must be asked, did Muslims insist on these and other exc1usivist
and supersessionist principles, and how were such principles made to abro-
gate all that was irenic and conciliatory in the Qur'an and early tradition?
There are many and diverse answers to this important question. Among them
is the fact that neither Christians nor Jews were prepared to accept a genuine
religious tradition after their own final communication with heaven. Equally
significant were the political and military circumstances that dominated the
history of the Near and Middle East before Islam and during the formative
years of Muslim history.

Muhammad preached his new message after Jesus and Mani. Thus, Islam
was heir to the universalism which they preached and which characterized
the crucial period of Near Eastern history between Alexander and Muham-
mad. But while Manichaeism failed to establish its legitimacy as a universal
faith, Christianity and Islam succeeded. They did so, however, through a long
struggle, rivalry, and competition. Had not Islam imposed limits on its own
universalistic ideal, it would have lost its raison d'etre as a distinctive faith and
culture. Thus, while it did impose such limits on itself, it sought to do so with-
out losing its universal character. The result has been a tension between exclu-
sivistic confrontation with, and open accommodation of, the faith and
community of its main rival, Christianity. This, I believe, is the true context
in which the historical relations between the two communities must be stud-
ied. It is within this framework that alternating periods of interaction and
conflict, creative symbiosis and devastating warfare can be explained. The
purpose of this discussion is to present this Islamic dimension which, it is
hoped, will serve as a useful background to the rest of this volume.

Confrontation and Accommodation:
The Case of the Qur' an

That the Prophet of Islam regarded his message to be consonant with, and
complementary to, that of the Torah and Gospel is clear from the Qur'an's
frequent reference to the witness of the people of the Book to its own truth
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and authenticity. Thus, the Qur'an reassured Muhammad in the face of the
Makkan detractors of the new faith: "If you are in doubt concerning that
which we have sent to you then enquire of those who have been reading the
scriptures hefore you" (Q. 10:94). The Qur'an even directs its own waver-
ing followers to the people of earlier scriptures for knowledge and reassur-
ance: "Enquire of the people of rememhrance (ahl al-dhikr) if you do not
know" (Q. 16:43). In yet another instance where the Prophet, during the ini-
tial period of his preaching in Makkah, was maligned by the men of the
Quraysh (the trihe to which Muhammad belonged and that led the Makkan
opposition to Muhammad's new faith) for declaring that Hell is guarded by
nineteen angels, he found consolation in the fact that the people of the Book
and the people of faith are certain of the truth of God's revelation (Q. 74:31).
These few examples demonstrate clearly the unity of faith and purpose
which, according to the Qur'an, should exist among the three communities
of faith.

Recognition of the priority of Judaism and Christianity as bearers of
divine truth was actualized in the Qur'an and early prophetic tradition in
accommodation and appreciation of the people of the Book and their scrip-
tures. In a late surah, revealed toward the end of the Prophet's career in Mad-
inah, the Qur'an removes the two most important social barriers separating
the people of the three communities, namely, dietary and marriage restric-
tions. "The food of the people of the Book is lawful for you and your food
is lawful for them, and the chaste women of the people of the Book are [law-
ful for you to marry]" (Q. 5:5). Free from the quibblings of later jurists, this
verse clearly allows unrestricted social intercourse among the people of the
three faiths. Accommodation, moreover, was not limited to social interaction
but included intellectual and theological debate. The Qur'an enjoins Muslims
to he fair in their dehate with the people of the Book. "Do not dispute with
the people of the Book except in the fairest manner, save with those of them
who have committed wrong. Say, 'We have faith in that which was sent down
to us and that which was sent down to you. Our God and your God is one
God; to Him we are submitters (muslims)''' (Q. 29:46).

It has already heen argued that the Islamic attitude toward the people of
the Book was from the start one of both accommodation and confrontation.
It must he added here that the Qur'an at times presents these two aspects in
the same hreath. Furthermore, confrontation did not, generally speaking,
revolve around political or social but rather strictly theological issues. Two
noteworthy theological issues have figured prominently in both the Qur'an
and later hadith and exegetical tradition. The first, which has already been
mentioned, is the Qur'anic call for mutual recognition and acceptance. With
regard to the Jews, this was a call to abandon what the Qur'an perceives as
their pride in heing the chosen people of God, and hence their smug rejection
of Islam and its prophet (see, e.g., Q. 2:80; 2:142; and 62:7). The second
issue, which continues to divide Muslims and Christians, is the nature and
mission of Christ.
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The first major and direct confrontation between the Prophet and Chris-
tians was his alleged debate with the Christians of Najran, a Christian dis-
trict in the Yaman. This debate is alluded to in the Qur'an in the famous
verse of the rnubahalah, the "invocation of God's curse" (Q. 3:61). The
rnubahalah was an old Arab custom in which two parties making conflict-
ing claims would pray with an oath that God's curse be upon the liars of
either party. In this case, the rnubahalah concerned the humanity and divin-
ity of Christ. The question as to whether such a debate ever took place does
not concern us here. It is sufficient to observe that the men of Najran pru-
dently opted for peace, albeit at a price, instead of the challenge of the
rnubahalah with its political and military consequences. Of greater impor-
tance, for our purpose, is the fact that the verses relating to this debate con-
clude with the following conciliatory call to the people of the Book: "0
people of the Book, come to a just word common between us and you: that
we worship none other than God, that we associate nothing with Him, and
that we do not take one another as lords instead of God." The verse con-
cludes: "But if they turn their backs, say, 'Bear witness then that we are rnus-
lirns'" (Q. 3:64).

The ideal relation envisioned by the Qur'an between Muslims and Chris-
tians is not only one of accommodation and co-existence but of amity and
mutual respect. This ideal hearkens back to the desert monks, who were
motivated not by theological arguments and doctrinal formulations in their
dealings with nonbelievers but by holiness and compassion. The Qur'an
declares: "You shall find the nearest in amity to those who have faith to be
those who say we are Christians. This is because there are among them
learned men and monks, and they are not arrogant. When they listen to that
which was sent down to the Messenger, you see their eyes well up with tears
as they recognize the truth. They say, 'Our Lord, we do have faith! Inscribe
us, therefore, among the witnesses'" (Q. 5:82-83; see also Q. 5:84-85).

The Qur'an recognizes the good intentions of the Christians even where
it considers their actions to be in error. A clear example of this is the asser-
tion that Christians have themselves invented monasticism, desiring hy this
God's good pleasure (Q. 57:27). This Qur'anic acceptance of difference, and
acknowledgement of its value, is the clearest sign of tolerance and accom-
modation.

This call for mutual acceptance is based on the Qur'anic notion of the
unity of scriptures. The Qur'an regards both the Torah and Gospel as sources
of guidance and light. As expressions of the one and primordial truth, they
must be the sale arbiters in any disagreements or conflicts among the people
of faith (see, e.g., Q. 5:46-47). Yet in spite of this essentialullity of revela-
tion, the Qur'an does take notice of the deep conflict he tween the two com-
munities: "The Jews say Christians have nothing upon which to stand, and
the Christians say the Jews have nothing upon which to stand, although they
hath recite the same scriptures" (Q. 2:113).' Thus, the hope for Illutual
recognition, which the Qur'an presents as an ideal goal and a challenge, and



The Islamic Context of Muslim-Christian Relations 21

which many Muslims and Christians continue to cherish, turned into mutual
exclusivism and rejection, rivalry and competition. In what appears to be a
clear instance of reaction to the negative Jewish attitude toward the new
faith and its adherents, the Qur'an cautions Muhammad not to follow the
whims of the Jews and Christians who would never be pleased with him
"unless he follows their religion" (Q. 2:120). In this hardening situation of
reaction and counterreaction, many in all three traditions were soon to
ignore the real meaning of their faith and insist that their opponents follow
their religion, if they were to have peace with them. Despairing of ever arriv-
ing at a just word of common consent with the people of the Book, the
Prophet addressed his followers in the words of the Qur'an, saying, "0 you
who have faith do not take the Jews and Christians as allies. They are allies
of one another. Whosoever amongst you takes them as his allies, he shall be
one of them" (Q. 5:31). These words, which in fact referred to political
alliances in a specific time of war, became normative for many Muslims, in
spite of numerous other Qur'anic injunctions of amity and cooperation
between Muslims and the people of the Book.

The Qur'an, far more than Muslims have ever done, accepts the plural-
ism of religions and affirms the unity of faith. The only common elements it
insists on are sincere faith in God and works of righteousness. In a rare
instance where a verse occurs twice almost verbatim, this basic principle is
unequivocally stated. The verse in question occurs in Surah 2, the first major
surah revealed in Madinah, and in Surah 5, one of the last major surahs
before the end of Muhammad's prophetic career. "Surely those who have
faith, the Jews, Christians and Sabaeans: those [among them] who have faith
in God and the last day and perform works of righteousness, will have their
reward with their Lord. No fear shall come upon them, nor will they grieve"
(Q. 2:62, 3:69).4 Two points in this verse deserve special attention. The first
is that faith here is more than a mere religious label. The second point, which
in fact reinforces the first, is that the Sabaeans, who, according to most Mus-
lim historians, Qur'an commentators, and heresiographers were star wor-
shipers, are included among the people of the Book. As star worshipers, they
ought to have been classed with the "associators" (mushrikan) of Makkah,
and thus be subject to the choice "between Islam or the sword." Yet because,
in the view of commentators, the Sabaeans were akin to the Jews, in that
they accepted some of their ancient prophets and adopted the Psalms (zabar)
of David as their scripture, they were numbered among the communities of
faith.

The Qur'an claims to be a universal message addressed to all of human-
ity at all times. It was necessary, therefore, that this message be presented to
others who then must be left to choose whether or not to accept it. Con-
vincing one's opponent through debate is a time-honored custom among the-
ologians and philosophers. The Qur'an thus calls upon its people to invite
others to God through wisdom and good counsel. It enjoins them to "debate
with them Ithe people of the Bookl in the fairest manner" (Q. 16:125). But
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the Qur'an had in view only theological and not political and economic
issues and conflicts. Only toward the end of the Prophet's life, after the whole
of Arabia was brought into the domain of Islam, did he begin to look beyond
the Arabian peninsula and its environs. The two expeditions of Mu'tah and
Tabuk in 629 and 630 respectively, into what was still Christian territory,
were tentative but significant. The Qur'an, likewise, dealt with such tenta-
tive episodes in a tentative way. With the exception of the Sword Verse,' the
Qur'an had little to say by way of ordering the relations between Muslim
authorities and their non-Muslim subjects. And even this controversial verse
is placed in the context of the rules governing the relations of Muslims with
the unbelievers of Makkah before they too joined the new faith.

Islam and Christianity as religions of the Book have far more in common
than the theologians of either tradition have been willing to recognize or
admit. This fact was recognized early in the contact between living Christians
and Muslims. Long before St. John of Damascus declared Islam to be a
Christian heresy, the Qur'an regarded Christians as extremists in their faith.
Extremism (ghuluw) is the Islamic equivalent of heresy. The Qur'an says:
"0 people of the Book, do not go to extremes in your religion, nor should
you say about God except the truth. Christ Jesus son of Mary is only the
messenger of God, His word which He cast into Mary, and a spirit of Him.
Accept faith, therefore, in God and His messengers, and do not say three.
Desist! It shall be better for you. God is surely One God, glorified is He over
having a child. To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and earth; suffi-
cient indeed is God as guardian" (Q. 4:171). This reproach is not directed
against Christianity but against Christians who may mistakenly think of God
as three independent deities. The Qur'an does not offer theological argu-
ments against the Trinity but counters anthropomorphism with absolute
divine transcendence. Nor would Christian theologians, then or now, have
disagreed with this Qur'anic assertion. Christians clearly do not believe the
Trinity to be three gods. The appreciation of this point requires much
patience, sensitivity, and openness on the part of Christians who would
explain the Trinity as a mystery of faith, and of Muslims who would try to
appreciate it as an expression of God's infinite compassion (raJ;mah), and not
a divine exercise in obscurantist mathematics.

The Qur'an has a great deal more to say about Christ and Christians, but
if this brief survey has demonstrated that the matter is far more complex
than the analysis of any Qur'anic verse or any event of Muslim history would
suggest, then the purpose of this discussion has been well served.

As we have seen, the Qur'an deals not so much with specific rules regu-
lating Muslim-Christian relations but rather presents principles and general
guidelines for such rules and regulations. The Qur'an could be used by later
Muslim jurists, rulers, and even theologians only as a primary source to be
supplemented by other and more specific sources. The most immediate
source after the Qur'an, in this as in all other spheres of Muslim life, has
been the sunnah: the sayings, actions, and silent approbation of the Prophet.
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To complete our presentation of this broad and complex Islamic context
within which Muslim relations with other communities, particularly with
the Christian community, must be studied, we shall turn briefly to the sun-
nah of the Prophet and its interpretation and interiorization by his Com-
panions. The situation here is even more complex, but equally instructive.

Confrontation and Accommodation:
The Hadith Tradition

The Qur'an views true religion to be that which is based only on revelation.
That the Islamic concept of revelation placed great obstacles in the way of
meaningful Muslim-Christian dialogue is an undeniable fact. This complex
problem, however, lies outside the scope of this discussion. On the positive
side, this unity of scriptures, from the Islamic point of view, could and did
foster a unity of faith and destiny. The term ahl al-kitab (people of the Book)
expressed an all-inclusive identity not only among Jews, Christians, and
Muslims. The list grew as more religious communities, such as the Zoroas-
trians and Hindus, advanced the claim that sacred scriptures were the basis
of their faith.6

This unity of faith and destiny between Muslims and Christians is touch-
ingly demonstrated in the Qur'an and tradition. Before the Prophet's migra-
tion to Madinah, the Byzantines were defeated by the Persians. The small
band of Muslims felt disappointment at the defeat of a people of the Book
like them. The Qur'an refers to this defeat and its eventual reversal thus:
"The Byzantine Empire (aI-Rum) has been defeated in the nearest regions of
the land, but after their defeat they shall achieve victory in a few years ....
On that day the people of the faith shall rejoice in God's support. God assists
whomever He wills; He is the Almighty, the Compassionate" (Q. 30:2-5).
Traditionists report that when the Byzantines were defeated, the unbelieving
men of the Quraysh were glad because, like the Persians, they had no scrip-
tures. But when this verse was revealed, the Muslims were happy because
they and the Christians were people of the Book. In joyous anticipation, Abu
Bakr, a close friend of Muhammad and later his first successor (caliph), went
around the streets of Makkah proclaiming the verse. The men of the Quraysh
challenged him to a wager on a Byzantine victory within five or six years. But
they achieved victory over the Persians seven years later, and Abu Bakr lost
his bet.?

It was argued earlier that the Qur'an did not require the people of the
Book to convert to Islam as a condition for religious recognition and peace-
ful co-existence in Muslim domains. In fact the Qur'an's ideal is that faith in
God must include assent to all His prophets and scriptures. It is in this uni-
versal faith, manifested in good deeds, that true righteousness lies (Q. 2:177).
This view finds concrete support in prophetic tradition as well. The prophet



24 The Need for Dialogue

is said to have declared, "Any man of the people of the Book who believes
in his own prophet and in Muhammad shall have a double reward."X It was
also argued that the Qur'an regards faith alone and not religion as a decisive
factor in establishing good relations among the people of faith. Not even a
common ritual need deprive a person of his or her religio-cultural identity.
The famous traditionalist Ibn 'Abbas reported that when the Prophet sent his
well-known companion Mu'adh bin Jabal as his representative over the peo-
ple of the Book of the Yaman, he gave him the following instructions: "You
shall come to a people of the Book. Invite them to bear witness that there is
no God but God and that I am the messenger of God. If they submit to this,
then inform them that God has prescribed for them a free-will gift ($adaqah)
which must be taken from the rich among them and distributed among the
poor. If they obey you in all this, then beware that you touch their principal
wealth. Beware the prayer of the oppressed for between it and God there is
no veil."9

It may be argued that this is a call to conversion. This, however, would
be the case only when later jurists and theologians reduced this and other
such prophetic hadiths (l;adTth qudsT) to a system that defined and delimited
faith communities. Faith and ritual in the Semitic milieu of the Qur'an, the
Torah, and Eastern Christian piety were not an affirmation of a theological
doctrine, but of a sanctified life before God. In this milieu, affirming the
prophethood of Moses, Jesus, or Muhammad did not imply membership in
the community of that prophet. Not long after Muhammad, a number of
Jewish sects, such as the "Isawiyah," accepted Moses, Jesus, and Muham-
mad as true prophets of God.IO

The term "people of the Book" as used in the Qur'an is a neutral term
of faith identity. Even when used in a hostile context, it did not-again with
the exception of the Sword Verse-denote a legal status. Although Muslim
jurists applied the Sword Verse indiscriminately to all Jews and Christians,
the text clearly refers to those among the people of the Book who are not
bound by the imperatives of their own faith and morality. What jurists
implied, in obvious contradiction of the general Qur'anic view and especially
of this verse, was that all the people of the Book, simply because they were
not Muslims, are subject to the harsh judgment of this verse. Indeed, this
kind of generalization from the Qur'an and hadith became the dominant
pattern for later Muslim jurists and theologians in their dealings with Chris-
tians and Jews. Generally, moreover, the neutral epithet "people of the Book"
was replaced with the legal identification, ahl al-dhimmah, the people under
the protection or covenant (dhimmah) of God, His Prophet, and the Mus-
lims.

The most distinctive mark of humble subjugation of the people of the
dhimmah, in accordance with the Sword Verse, is their payment of the jizyah
(poll tax), which they must "give with their own hand while being humbled"
(Q. 9:298). As things developed, the jizyah became a public service tax in
return for which Christians and Jews were protected without having to ren-
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der military service to the Muslim state. Socially, it did imply a status infe-
rior to that of Muslims. It was, therefore, more of a social stigma than a
financial burden.

Malik bin Anas, the founder of the Madinan school of jurisprudence
which bears his name, observes in his hadith collection al-Muwatta' that the
jizyah was taken only from males who had reached the age of majority, that
is, who were able to bear arms, while women and young children were
exempted. The economic nature of this arrangement may be seen in the fur-
ther stipulation that when Jews or Christians engaged in trade outside their
own city of residence, they had to pay a tenth of their earnings in return for
protection away from the land where they were subject to the protection of
the Muslims as part of their universal covenant (dhimmah) with them.1!

The word dhimmah means a binding commitment, pact, or covenant
between two persons or communities. It is a sacred trust or responsibility
that cannot be violated. When a dhimmah, or pact of protection, is estab-
lished between Muslims and others, it is established on behalf of God and
His Prophet. Thus ahl al-dhimmah are in reality God's people.12 Therefore,
they must be shown mercy and kindness, trust and constancy, as these are
God's characteristic dealings with His creatures. It is widely reported that
the Prophet declared, "Assuredly anyone who kills a soul with whom Mus-
lims have a pact-having the protection (dhimmah) of God and His Mes-
senger-would have violated God's dhimmah. He shall, therefore, not smell
the fragrance of paradise, although its fragrance may be sensed from the dis-
tance of a seventy years journey." U

This divine protection did not confer on the people of the Book only an
inviolable right to life and property under Muslim rule. It also gave them an
aura of sanctity and right conduct even in the manner of their dress and gen-
eral deportment. The Prophet, we are told, used to emulate the people of the
Book in letting his hair down instead of parting it, as the people of Makkah
used to do. This he did because he wished to agree with the people of the
Book in all things, "unless he was commanded to do otherwise." 14 Between
this attitude of fraternal sympathy and the girdle (zunnar) and other dis-
tinctive marks of humility that the people of the Book had to endure under
Muslim rule, there is an incomprehensible world of difference.

The special spiritual status of the people of the Book is vividly contrasted
with that of all other peoples in the following eschatological prophetic tra-
dition. The Prophet begins by describing the great bliss of paradise and its
special characteristics. The purpose of this long pedagogic hadith is to
encourage the people in their faith and good works. The Prophet was impart-
ing to the people "what God had taught him." Thus God says, "I created all
my servants with pure faith (I;unafa'). Then devils came to them and caused
them to stray far from their faith. They made lawful for them things which
[ had made unlawful, and commanded them to associate with me things con-
cerning which [ revealed no authority." The Prophet continued, "God looked
at the inhabitants of the earth and despised them all, Arabs and non-Arabs,
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except for small remnants of the people of the Book." 15 These are the same
"people of the Book" whom later jurists regarded as impure and unholy.

Unlike Christianity in its formative period before it became the state reli-
gion under Constantine, Islam was from the start conceived as a socio-
economic and religio-political order. These aspects had their foundation in
the congregational prayers, the I;ajj pilgrimage, and the zakah or obligatory
religious alms. In Madinah, these rights were translated into an all-inclusive
Islamic polity buttressed by a state structure that was soon to become the
most international domain in human history.

Muhammad was neither a political theorist nor an author of a univer-
sal code of law. He was a prophet who received and transmitted a revealed
scripture. This scripture, along with the Prophet's sunnah, does not consti-
tute a coherent body of law but a decisive source of law and morality for
Muslims. Many groups and individuals have claimed to have the correct
interpretation of the "Book of God and sunnah of His Prophet."

The earliest and most venerated of such men were the Prophet's Com-
panions, whose high status derived from the fact that they lived with the
Prophet and were spiritually and morally nurtured by the Qur'an and sun-
nah. They thus acted as moral guardians of the community and its norma-
tive guides. One of them, we are told, passed by a group of the people of the
Book in Syria who had been made to stand in the hot sun as a form of pun-
ishment. He asked, "Who are these," and was told that they had not paid
their land tax (kharaj) in full. He said, "I bear witness that I heard the Mes-
senger of God say, 'God will punish on the Day of Resurrection those who
torture People.'" He then went and related this hadith of the Prophet to the
governor of Syria, who ordered that the men be set free. In

One of the most venerated and admired of the Prophet's Companions
has been 'Umar bin al-Khattab, the second caliph. In his last will, 'Umar
enjoined the caliph after him, "I enjoin him concerning the people of the
dhimmah of God and His Messenger that he fulfill their covenant. He should
fight in their defense [literally: behind themJ. Nor should they be charged
beyond their capacity." 17

In times of war, the Prophet sought to regulate fighting and gave it a
purpose. Above all as both prophet and statesman, he legislated a code of
conduct intended to minimize the human tragedy that is a part of every war,
however noble may be its purpose. In one of his raids against a neighboring
Arab tribe before it accepted Islam, the Prophet's men killed some children.
When he was told of this, he angrily reproached the men saying, "Why is it
that some people could not restrain themselves today from killing, so that
they even killed children?" One of the men answered, "0 Apostle of God,
they are children of Associators." The Prophet countered, "Certainly the
best of you are sons of Associators." He then ordered: "Never kill children,"
repeating it twice.IH

It is widely reported that whenever the prophet dispatched an army of
detachment, he enjoined its commander to fear God and deal kindly with
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the men under his command. He then addressed the men saying, "Fight in
the name of God and in the way of God. Fight those who reject faith in God.
But do not transgress. Do not commit treachery, mutilate [a slain fighter], or
kill a child." I~ Of course, Muslims have not always heeded this injunction,
as history clearly testifies. Yet to say that this and other rules governing the
conduct of Muslims in war were always ignored would be equally contrary
to historical facts. The fact that Islam accepted war as a human reality and
laid down strict moral principles regulating it contributed substantially, in my
view, to the tolerance and accommodation that Muslims have shown toward
the "people of the Book" in their midst.

It was earlier observed that toward the end of his life, the Prophet began
to sense the far-reaching significance of his new community with its faith
and discipline. His first expedition into Syria was a failure. It did not, how-
ever, deter Muslim armies-especially after Islam was consolidated in Ara-
bia-to venture beyond the confines of the Hijaz. Thus, shortly before he
died, the Prophet began preparations for a fresh military expedition into
Byzantine territory. He died, however, before the plan was implemented.
Soon after his death, a large army set out under the leadership of Usamah bin
Zayd against the Syrian frontier. Abu Bakr, then newly installed as the first
caliph, accompanied the army to the outskirts of Madinah and delivered the
following instructions regarding the conduct of Muslims in war. The Prophet
said, "Do not hetray one another [in war]. Do not commit acts of treachery.
Do not mutilate [an army fighter], or kill a young child, an old man or
woman. Do not cut down trees bearing fruits. Do not slaughter a sheep, a
cow or camel, except if you need it for food. You shall pass by people [i.e.,
monks] who have dedicated themselves to acts of worship in their cells. Let
them be and that to which they have dedicated themselves."2o These ethical
rules were often infringed by Muslims not only in their wars with non-
Muslims hut in their own internal conflicts as well.

The purpose of this discussion is not to justify Muslim conquests or to
apologize for them. Nor do I wish to exonerate Muslims from the wrong
they committed against their Jewish and Christian subjects. My aim is rather
to emphasize the fact that Islam, like Christianity, is first and foremost a reli-
gious system, whose fundamental purpose is to reform society, to extirpate
wrongdoing, oppression, and immorality. Its purpose is to establish God's
kingdom here on earth. While it cannot be denied that Muslims and Chris-
tians have collectively failed to realize this goal, an honest historian must
not lose sight of its significance in analyzing the history of the two commu-
nities. We can no more study Muslim history without the Islamic context of
the Qur'an, the sunnah, and the lives of the first generation of Muslims than
we can look at Christian history without the framework of the life and teach-
ings of Christ. The actions of Muslim jurists and politicians must not be sim-
ply judged on face value but on the degree to which they have or have not
conformed with the ideals and values of their faith.

History is not a meaningless flow of events which, once documented,
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can explain everything. No "conversion stories," exegetical opinions, or
account of what happened during the reign of this or that ruler can fully
explain the complex relations of communities belonging to rich and multi-
faceted faith traditions. A serious historian must take cognizance of the the-
ological, moral, and, in the case of Islam, legal dimensions of his subjects. In
other words, a historian, if he or she is to preserve the intellectual integrity
that serious scholarship demands, must be sensitive to the dimension of faith
in the life of human society. It is in the end this dimension that gave both the
Muslim and Christian communities the impetus and drive toward a rich and
universal civilization. It is faith that has served and will continue to serve as
judge and nourisher of their respective cultures as long as they continue to
play their role on the stage of human history. It is in this context of faith and
moral responsibility that conversion and continuity in both the Muslim and
Christian communities must be studied.

Conversion and the Freedom of Faith

There is an underlying assumption in most studies of Muslim-Christian rela-
tions that conversion from Christianity to Islam is never the free choice of the
convert. This is because, it is assumed, Islam lacks the spirituality of the
Christian faith. It lacks the spiritual and moral example of Christ. Islam, it
is claimed, is at best a Christian heresy, or to use the words of a more recent
Christian savant, it is "the bastard offspring of the Gospel and the Mosaic
law. "21 Hence, what is good and beautiful in Islam must be originally Chris-
tian; the rest it not worth bothering about. Conversions must therefore have
been made by force or for ulterior motives. Christians flocked to Islam, it is
argued, either to avoid paying the jizyah, to avoid the humility and incon-
venience of a second-class status, or to secure a lucrative military or admin-
istrative post in the Islamic state.

Historians have provided ample documentation of many such cases.
Because such isolated cases do not tell the whole story, all other conversions,
and especially large-scale conversions, are often explained as conversions of
simple-minded peasants, too ignorant to know the truth. Often these
unknown masses are presented as crypto-Christians because they were part
of a society dominated by superstition and a primitive culture.

This assumption has several serious implications. First, it assumes that
knowledge of Christian truths was limited to a small elite of theologians and
ecclesiastics. Second, it ignores the fact that not all those who converted to
Islam were "simple-minded peasants" or opportunists. Third, and perhaps
most important, it is an insult to Islam and Christianity, as well as to Mus-
lims and Christians, to dismiss the faith commitment of millions of people
as a manifestation of simple-mindedness, enticement, or brute force. The
"simple-mindedness" explanation is at best a hypothesis that can neither be
proven or disproved for lack of concrete evidence. Of course, if religious
piety as such is to be regarded as simple-mindedness, then there have been
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very few sophisticated people in human history. As for coercion, it can take
many forms. Be that as it may, many cases of forcible conversion to both
religions have been documented. But in discussing the case of Islam, the prin-
ciples of religious freedom and its role in Muslim history cannot be ignored.

This principal is clearly expressed in the Qur'anic dictum, "Let there be
no compulsion in religion" (Q. 2:256). This verse has been both crucial and
most controversial in the history of Muslim thought, law, and theology. It is
crucial because it has been invoked by both apologists and jurists to argue
for Islamic tolerance, and to safeguard the integrity of the Qur'anic basis of
sharT'ah. It is controversial because, in times of crisis in the relations of Mus-
lims with their neighbors, jurists exerted much effort to circumvent it with-
out appearing to go against the dictates of their sacred scripture.

Classical Qur'an commentators generally agree that this verse was
revealed in answer to a specific situation. A man had two sons who con-
verted to Christianity under the influence of Syrian Christian oil merchants
who carried their trade to Madinah. Trying in vain to dissuade the youths,
their father went to the Prophet and complained, "Should I let a part of me
enter the Fire while I look on?" The Prophet had no answer until this verse
was revealed. He then insisted that the youths be not compelled to return to
Islam. The youths migrated with the merchants to Syria.22

There are still other verses in the Qur'an that clearly affirm this religious
freedom without limiting it to the people of the Book. The Qur'an calls
Muhammad a "Warner" (i.e., a bearer of warning). His task is to convey
the truth, but as to who accepts or rejects faith is God's not the Prophet's
responsibility. Thus we read: "Had your Lord so wished, all the people of the
earth would have accepted faith. Would you [Muhammad) then compel peo-
ple to be people of faith?" (Q. 10:99). In still another verse, faith is declared
to be a personal choice, since the truth is made known by God: "Truth is of
your Lord. Let him then who so wills have faith, and let him who so wills
reject faith" (Q. 18:29).

The idea of divine revelation of the truth and the human freedom to
accept or reject it is fundamental to the Islamic view of revelation and human
responsibility. It is the basis of the primordial divine covenant with human-
ity (Q. 7: 172), and hence the basis of obligation (takITf) and its consequences
for reward and punishment in the hereafter. The verse forbidding compulsion
in religion goes on to declare: "right guidance has become distinguished from
manifest error." It concludes with the assertion that those who choose faith
in God over faith in idols (taghut) have grasped a "firm handle" which can
never be broken.

This verse, it must be further argued, played a crucial role in checking
the excesses of immoral tyrants or naive and bigoted religious zealots. It was
on the basis of this verse that Christians who were forcibly converted to
Islam were often allowed to return to their faith. There is no doubt but that
this principle of freedom of faith has helped preserve Eastern Christianity in
a predominantly Muslim society.
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Conversion is never a simple exchange of one set of beliefs and rituals
for another. It often involves a complete change of national and cultural loy-
alty. This was the case in Spain and North Africa, in Egypt and Syria, and in
almost all areas where Islam and Christianity competed in the unhappy task
of winning souls, not for God or Christ but for religion. This religious idol-
atry in the name of God and faith has been the cause of untold suffering,
misery, and bloodshed. Whether it is the martyrs' movement in Spain, the
Inquisition, or the crusades, the result has been the same: lives were lost and
noble principles violated to no purpose. The crusades ended leaving scars
that have yet to be healed. The Muslims were expelled from Spain, and Islam
was washed away with blood. But with the Muslims and Jews went a rich
and unique experiment in cultural and religious symbiosis. Did the pious
monk and his fellow martyrs achieve their purpose?

Muslims have been equally guilty of this religious idolatry in the name
of God and Islam. They too contributed to the collapse of the Hispano-
Arabic experiment. Had they sought to realize the moral imperatives of the
Qur'an instead of reducing them to lifeless and often bigoted laws, the his-
tory of Muslim-Christian relations would have been more humane, and no
doubt, more promising.

Much of the credit for the good in that history, and for the peaceful
spread of Islam, goes not to brilliant jurists or even to enlightened rulers but
to pious traders and sufis. It was this long and imperceptible interaction of
pious Muslims with the masses of pious Christians, Jews, Hindus, and oth-
ers that was responsible for widespread conversion into Islam. This quiet
and unorganized missionary activity was carried out not so much among
"simple-minded peasants" but among highly sophisticated urban popula-
tions. What Muslims won through conquest and war was lost. But what was
achieved through "wisdom and fair exhortation" continues to grow and
prosper.
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Islam and Christianity

Between Tolerance and Acceptance

Basic to the understanding of Christianity and Islam as faith identities are
their principles of ultimate power or authority. For both, ultimate power
belongs to God alone, and human authority must reflect this divine power.
In both, a tension exists between these two powers which determined the
course of their respective histories and interaction with each other. While in
both religions tolerance is a fundamental principle based on the imperative
of love and respect for human life and dignity, the Qur'an clearly advocates
mutual acceptance and cooperation among the people of the Book: Jews,
Christians, and Muslims. This is evidenced in the term ahl al-kitab, the fam-
ily of the Book, which includes all the children of Abraham.

The dictum cuius regia eius religio (whose rule, his religion), so well rec-
ognized in medieval Christendom as a general but unalterable rule of socio-
political and state relations, exists also in Arabic, and some have even
claimed for it Prophetic authority in the famous saying al-nas-u 'ala dTn-i
mulakihim (people adhere to the religion of their monarchs).l The signifi-
cance of this principle in Islam can be clearly discerned in the title and
methodological structure of the most important classical world history by the
great historian Tabari, who called his ambitious work The History of Apos-
tles and Kings.2

The two great powers here meant, and which provide the context for
both the Christian and Islamic view of the world and of human history, are
the divine and temporal powers. These two powers are represented in Islam
by the prophetic history, which is the framework within which human his-
tory moves, and the temporal power, represented by the ruler. In Christian-
ity they are the "city of God," represented here on earth by the church, and
human secular power. The first is eternal and immutable; the second
ephemeral and transient.' Both concepts, moreover, are based in the scrip-
tures of the two communities: "the Kingdom of God" in the Gospel and
God's absolute dominion (mulk) in the Qur'an.4

Previously published in Islam and Christian Muslim Relations 2,110.2 (December 1991):
171·81. Reprinted by permission.
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In classical Muslim piety these two powers were seen as reflecting each
other. When the ruler is just and good, nature is good as well. But nature
becomes less giving and harsher when the ruler is harsh and unjust.5 There-
fore, it may be argued that in Islam the temporal and religious powers are
closely intertwined. They are two dimensions of one absolute divine power
without which no power, be it good or evil, can exist. This is to say, power
in human society ultimately belongs to God alone.

This principle and its implementation have, since the death of the Pro-
phet, been the issue that split the Muslim community into warring factions.
They are the challenge to the legitimacy of any authority in Muslim society.
This challenge was proclaimed early in Muslim history in the uncompromis-
ing dictum "no authority or judgment except God's judgment or authority."6
This principle, moreover, which is common to all three monotheistic tradi-
tions, has been a source of strength and moral cohesion for the pious but
also a justification for exclusiveness, conflict, and bloodshed.

From the preceding it may be concluded that religion in the Middle East
has always been, and remains to this day, not merely a set of beliefs or even
a theological system. It is rather the framework of a socio-political identity:
a culture and way of life, a communion of worship and liturgy. Therefore,
the ultimate aim of religion is not orthodoxy or right belief, but holiness and
healing. This phenomenon has been well investigated and need not occupy
us further in this discussion.7

The Qur'an did introduce a new element, or at least a new emphasis, to
this religious identity. This is the challenge of active and responsible faith,
which the Qur'an presents not only to the Muslims at the time of the Prophet
Muhammad but to all those who believe in God throughout human history.
Here again, faith is not simply right belief, but true islam, or the total sur-
render of the human will and destiny to God. Faith, moreover, is a source of
blessing, healing, and salvation not only for those who live by it but, through
them, for the whole society.

For instance, in narrating the story of Lot and God's judgment over his
wicked people, the Qur'an concludes, "We brought out of it [that is, Lot's
cityJ those in it who had faith, but We found in it only one house of the mus-
lims" (Q. 51:36). As in the Genesis account of the same story (Gen 9:1-29),
the implication is that there was not a sufficient number of people of faith
living in the wicked city for God to spare it. Faith can become not only a
source of blessing and salvation but also a cause of judgment and chastise-
ment.

Thus, in discussing the fate of the martyrs of Najran, H the Qur'an asserts
that they were martyred for their faith and thus lays God's curse on those
who subjected them to martyrdom by fire, only because "they had faith in
God." In the same context, the Qur'an further threatens with the punish-
ment of hell fire in the hereafter those who seek to tempt people away from
their faith by means of coercion, torture, or death (Q. 85:4-10).

It may be further concluded from the above discussion that the Qur'an
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posits a two-level faith identity. The first is an identity that is legal, cultural,
and social, expressed in the individual's membership of the Muslim com-
munity. The framework of this identity is Islam as an institutionalized reli-
gion and legal system.

The second is a deeper identity that is based on faith, or [man. It belongs
to God alone to decide as to the truth or falsity of this identity. The Qur'an
speaks of the nomadic Arabs (al-a'rab) who said, "We have faith." The
Qur'an counters, "Rather say, 'We have become Muslims,' for true faith has
not yet entered your hearts" (Q. 49:148).

This point is again brought home with graphic irony in the following
exchange between the Prophet and a young and enthusiastic fighter for the
new faith, Usama bin Zayd:

In battle with the polytheistic tribe of the Bani Murrah, Usama killed
a man after he pronounced the shahadah, "there is no god but
God," adding, "Do not kill me, I am a Muslim." The Prophet
reproached Usama for killing another Muslim. But Usama protested,
"He declared the shahadah under my sword." The Prophet ironi-
cally retorted, "Then you did not of course neglect to split open his
heart," to determine whether the man had indeed accepted faith or
not.9

These two levels of identity stood side by side in the formative years of
the Muslim community, and their legal and theological legitimacy is clearly
affirmed in the Qur'an and early hadith tradition. Faith as a universal and
primordial basis of true religious identity was not limited to the Muslims
alone. Rather, it was extended to the Jews and Christians, as people of the
Book, and to all those who have true faith in God.

In a rare case where a Qur'anic verse is repeated, almost verbatim, once
near the beginning of the Prophet's mission in Madinah and again toward its
end (Q. 2:62; 5:69), we read, "Surely those who have faith, the Jews, the
Christians, and the Sabaeans, whoever accepts faith in God and the Last
Day, and performs good deeds; they shall have their reward with their Lord,
no fear shall come upon them nor will they grieve" (Q. 2:62).111This verse
presents again two criteria whereby a genuine religious identity can be ascer-
tained: possession of a divine revelation, or scripture (kitab), and faith in
God. Faith, to be more precise, is the primary, universal, and overarching
principle within which scriptures are a concomitant but not absolutely nec-
essary criterion.

The Jews and Christians here represent the first criterion as people of the
Book (ahl al-kitab). This criterion, however, could be extended to include
all other faiths based on scriptures. This, in fact, the Muslims soon did as
they treated first the Zoroastrians (majus) and later the Hindus as "people
of the Book." The Sabaeans may be taken to represent all those who had
faith in God, other than the Jews and the Christians. This is because classi-



Islam and Christianity 35

cal Qur'an commentators and traditionists generally differed as to whether
the Sabaeans actually possessed a sacred book.!!

As for the legal religious identity that determined the status of an indi-
vidual or group in Muslim society, it was more often than not subject to cul-
tural and political considerations. For example, the Christian Arab tribes in
early Islam were torn between their own faith identity as Christians and an
ethnic and cultural affinity with the Muslims. They therefore decided to fight
alongside the Muslims rather than pay the poll tax, which they regarded as
a humiliation for true Arabs. They were not only exempted from the poll
tax but were also allowed to share in the booty. 12Eventually, I believe, more
on cultural than religious grounds, these people were largely assimilated into
Muslim society.

In yet another example of Christian-Muslim relations we see reflected
the principles of religious tolerance and even mutual acceptance, on the one
hand, and of polemical debate, repudiation, and subjugation on the other. In
Makkah, the Qur'an presents the Christians of Najran to the oppressed Mus-
lims as an example of faith martyrs to be emulated. In Madinah, however,
the Christians of Najran become the model community of dhimmis living
under Islamic protection with all the positive and negative elements that this
status entailed. 13

When, under the leadership of the Prophet, the Muslim commonwealth
of Madinah became increasingly recognized as the principal religio-political
power in Arabia, a number of delegations from neighboring tribes and com-
munities were sent to the Prophet to pledge allegiance or to make peace with
Madinah. The delegation of Najran came to the Prophet, according to tra-
dition,14 with two aims in view: to share their faith in hope of winning
Muhammad to Christianity and, failing this, to establish a peace covenant
with the Muslim state that would insure for them religious freedom and
social independence. The men, who included religious and political leaders,
were allowed to offer their prayers in the Prophet's mosque in spite of the
protestations of some of the Companions.

The Qur'an clearly indicates that a sharp debate concerning the divinity
and humanity of Christ took place between the Prophet and the men of
Najran but does not report the actual disputation. Accounts of this debate
are late and appear to reflect an already developed legal system governing the
social, religious, and political status of non-Muslims in a vast Islamic state
(Q. 3:59-63).15 The two elements that are of interest to us in this encounter
are, first, the fact that the men of Najran were allowed to worship in the
Prophet's mosque and, second, that while the Prophet and the Christians of
Najran did not agree theologically, they worked out a mutually acceptable
relationship.

The first of these two elements indicates, in my view, an acceptance by
both faith communities of the essential truth of each other's faith, and hence
the legitimacy of both Christian and Islamic worship. The second demon-
strates an attitude of mutual tolerance in spite of profound and irreconcilable
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theological differences. This tolerance unfortunately had within it the seeds
of intolerance and hostility, nurtured by a long history of conflict, rivalry, and
domination. This is because it was a tolerance dictated by military rather
than moral strength, and by political exigencies rather than the imperatives
of a common faith in God.

This encounter, moreover, along with the ongoing interaction of the first
generation of Muslims with their Jewish and Christian neighbors, raises
another important question. What is the Qur'anic demand of non-Muslims,
particularly the people of the Book, as far as their relationship with Islam
goes? This question is important because it bears directly on Muslim-
Christian relations today. I am convinced that the Qur'an and early prophetic
tradition generally demanded from Jews and Christians no more than what
we are struggling to come to terms with today. It is the recognition that
Muhammad is one of the prophets of God, that the Qur'an is the Book of
God, and that Islam must exist alongside the two previous religions as an
authentic religion based on an authentic revelation from heaven. In support
of this view may be cited the Qur'an's repeated claim to be "a Book con-
firming the scriptures that were before it" (Q. 2:97; 3:3; 3:50; 4:47; 5:46).

To be sure, there are verses in the Qur'an that appear to evince not har-
mony and concord but discord and conflict between Muslims and the other
people of the Book. Most notable among these is the famous jizyah verse,
which reads, "Fight those among the people of the Book who do not have
faith in God and the Last Day, and do not prohibit what God and His Mes-
senger had prohibited, and do not abide by the true faith, until they give the
jizyah with their own hand, humbled" (Q. 9:29). The verse, however, lays
down three important conditions for fighting, two of which are unverifiable:
"not having faith in God and the Last Day" and "not abiding by the true
faith." It may be argued that these, and the third condition, namely, not abid-
ing by the sanctions of the Qur'an and the Prophet, apply to Muslims as
well. Conversely, all three conditions may, at least from the Islamic point of
view, equally apply to all faith communities.

Like all legislative verses of the Qur'an, the ultimate purpose of this verse
is not legislation but moral and religious guidance. This may be inferred from
the many conditions and qualifiers that the Qur'an attaches to its legal sanc-
tions and prohibitions. Often this purpose is obscured by the juristic purely
legal or political rules formulated on the basis of moral and religious pre-
cepts. Who is therefore to decide that such and such Jews and Christians do
not have faith in God or do not abide by the true religion? Obviously, if the
judgment concerning the true islam of Muslims ultimately belongs to God,
then should not the sincerity and truth of faith of Jews and Christians also
be left to God to decide?

This question raises yet another problem. If we cannot decide who of the
people of the Book have true faith in God and who do or do not follow the
true religion, how are we to apply the Islamic law of the jizyah to these peo-
ple? Yet, jurists legislated not for the exception but for the rule. Furthermore,
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jurists often broadened the applications of Qur'anic sanctions far beyond
their apparent sense to include Jews and Christians within their purview.

I believe that only after the Qur'an was codified and there were no longer
any "associators" (mushrikun) of other gods with God in Arabia that terms
such as associators, previously restricted to non-Muslim Arab tribes, came
to designate Christians and even Jews.16 The Qur'an consistently refers to
Jews and Christians as people of the Book. In the hadith tradition, which is
the second source of Islamic sacred law, after the Qur'an, the word dhimmah
was used to designate the people of the Book as people with a special
covenant of protection with the Muslims, but the term did not imply a
second-class status. Rather, the word dhimmah was used as an expression of
the responsibility of the Muslims for their non-Muslim subjects.

The people of dhimmah were sometimes referred to as the "people of the
dhimmah of the Messenger of God." At other times they were called the "peo-
ple of the dhimmah of God." This is to say, the charge for the well-being of
these people rested primarily with God. The entire community is to represent
God and His Messenger in safeguarding their covenant of protection with the
people of dhimmah. Thus did the protection and well-being of Christians and
Jews in Muslim lands become the sacred charge of all Muslims.

With the development of the schools of jurisprudence (fiqh) and the
deepening conflict between Christendom and the world of Islam, the people
of dhimmah came to be regarded as a special category, not only different
from but also inferior to the Muslims. This development may be contrasted
with the original Muslim attitude, illustrated by the following anecdote:

Hizam bin Hakim, one of the Prophet's Companions, saw one day
in Syria a group of Christians standing out in the hot sun. He was
told that they were being punished because they had not paid their
land taxes in full. Hizam went to the governor of Syria-Palestine
'Umayr bin Sa'd and reproached him saying, "I heard the Messen-
ger of God, peace and blessings be upon him, say, 'He who torments
men in this world, God will torment him on the Day of Resurrec-
tion.'" Hearing this, the governor ordered that the men be set free.17

The development of a legal system and the institutions to implement it,
however necessary for the survival of Islam as a faith and civilization,
resulted in the reification of islam into a closed religion. It rendered Islam the
final religion and Muhammad the final Prophet. Theologically and juristi-
cally, this finality meant that Islam superseded all previous religions, and the
Qur'an abrogated all previous scriptures. These exclusivist ideas and the
exclusivist attitudes that they engendered belonged to the development of
Islamic religious disciplines such as theology, jurisprudence, and the Qur'anic
sCiences.

It must again, however, be stressed that religious exclusivism does not
accord with the spirit and worldview of the Qur'an. The Qur'an states, "To
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everyone have we appointed a way and a course to follow" (Q. 5:48), and,
"For each there is a direction toward which he turns; vie therefore with one
another in the performance of good works. Wherever you may be, God shall
bring you all together [on the Day of Judgment]. Surely God has power over
all things" (Q. 2:148).

By the end of the eleventh century, both the Christian and the Muslim
communities had different concerns: the Muslims had established an Arabo-
Islamic culture in Spain, hence the Catholic reconquista, and the Christians
embarked on two centuries of crusades in the name of Christ. Thus, the voice
of God in the Qur'an and the Gospel was completely drowned by the clamor
of human folly and the cries of victims of war and oppression.

In such circumstances, the ideals of love, universalism, and openness
which are basic to both faiths gave way to ideas of exclusivism and hostility
on both sides. Motivated by the affirmation that salvation is by Christ alone,
Christians sent both missionaries and armies to colonize and convert the
Muslims. For Muslims, the people of the Book became the rejecters of faith
(kuffar) who obstinately refused to accept God's final revelation; that is, they
refused to become Muslims. Thus, they took the place of the Makkan "asso-
ciators" as legitimate objects of religious warfare and domination.

Muslim and Christian men and women have lived together in the Mid-
dle East for the most part as good neighbors. Given the mosaic character of
Middle Eastern societies throughout their long history, Muslims, Christians,
and Jews lived with a good measure of concord and harmony. This was due,
at least in part, to social courtesy, which is a common characteristic of East-
ern peoples, regardless of their religious affiliations. There were, of course,
outbreaks of conflict, but often these were incited either by a particular group
of people for particular political ends or by outside influences.

Within the framework of this common courtesy, dialogue between Mus-
lims and Christians in the Middle East has not been a dialogue about reli-
gious beliefs and theological doctrines. It is rather a neighborly relationship
of sharing in each other's festivals and other joyous celebrations, and in sad
occasions of death and calamity. In short, they shared a daily life as one com-
munity of different but mutually respected faiths.

Among the many things Middle Eastern Christians and Muslims have
learned from the West is to dialogue, Western style. This kind of dialogue,
however, is too foreign to the whole culture and mentality of the people. It
is therefore not going very far, and many people are suspicious of both the
form and purpose of this dialogue. Communities which have long taken for
granted that everyone must have a socio-religious identity naturally live the
ideal of religious pluralism.

The cultural courtesy of which I have made so much in this discussion
is based on an old Arab adage that is, in turn, inspired by the Qur'an. The
Qur'an says, "To you your religion, and to me my religion" (Q. 109:6). The
adage goes, "To each his religion, and may God help him," that is, to live
by it.
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The Qur'an speaks to us today as directly as it did to the people of its
time of revelation more than fourteen centuries ago. It enjoins all the people
of the Book, Jews, Christians, and Muslims, mutually to accept one another
on one basis alone, "that we worship no one except God, and that we do not
take one another as lords besides God" (Q. 3:64). This invitation to the peo-
ple of the Book to come to one word of common purpose remains a challenge
for all of us today as it was for the Prophet and his people.

It may be further argued that the Qur'an legislates for a pluralistic soci-
ety in which diverse religious communities can live side by side in mutual
and creative acceptance that would far transcend mere tolerance. No doubt,
in both Christianity and Islam, this ideal exists. Both the Catholic and Ortho-
dox Churches have long had a historical and philosophical tradition of inter-
faith relations, and many Protestant churches and other religious and civic
organizations are playing a major role in the effort to realize this ideal.

The challenge of the Qur'an, I believe, and more to Muslims than to
Christians, is to regard the people of the Book as a large family of faith,
speaking different languages, but worshiping the One God. The Qur'an
employs two terms to denote people bound by a common faith or destiny:
a~hab and ahl. It calls a~hab the inhabitants of paradise (a~hab al-jannah) and
hell (a~hab al-nar), and people with a shared destiny, such as the "people of
the Cave" (a~hab al-kahf) (Q. 2:39; 2:257; 7:42; 10:26; 18:9), while the
immediate family of such prophets as Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Muham-
mad, it calls ahl (Q. 3:33; 11:45; 3:121).

Consistently, the people of the Book are referred to in the Qur'an as ahl
al-kitab. The word ahl always signifies a family relationship. The ahl of a per-
son are his or her family, wife, husband, and children. Therefore, the phrase
ahl al-kitab may properly be translated as "the family of the Book." The
Qur'an, furthermore, enjoins Muslims and all the people of faith to show
kindness to their near relations.

Muslims, certainly more than Christians if not Jews, are in the strict lit-
eral sense people of the Book. For Muslims, therefore, "a true religion" is
faith in a revealer God and His revelations. Islam to a large extent shares a
deep reverence for the sacred word with Eastern Christianity and all the
ancient Semitic cultures of the Middle East. The Christian concept of the
incarnate divine word notwithstanding, it still cannot be argued that Islam
has imposed on Christianity a concept or idea that it did not already have.
The church had, until Martin Luther, argued for the equality, if not primacy,
of tradition over scriptures. This is because the New Testament is a product
of the church and a record of its early history and witness. But with Luther's
proclamation sola scriptura, Islam and Christianity again came closer
together in the recognition of the centrality of the scriptures as a source of
moral, legal, and spiritual authority. The centrality of the "revealed Divine
Word" in the life and worship of the church has been specially emphasized
by Vatican II in its eucharistic theology wherein the faithful are urged to turn
for spiritual nourishment to "the divine Scriptures," "since from the table of
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both the word of God and of the body of Christ she unceasingly receives and
offers to the faithful the bread of life, especially in the sacred liturgy." Ix

Thus, the "revealed Word of God" (al-kitah) may once more become
the common bond that binds all the people of faith together. The Qur'anic
emphasis on the centrality of the Book could help Jews, Christians, and Mus-
lims become for the first time the reconciled children of Abraham, one happy
family.

Notes

1. This saying has no basis in the hadith tradition. It is, however, reported in the
Prophetic tradition as a moral indictment of the community's laxity: kama takunu
yuwalla 'alaykum (just as you are, so will be those in authority over you). See Mishkat
al-masabih, trans. James Robson (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1975), 789.

2. Muhammad bin Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923), Ta'rikh al-rusul wa·l-muluk.
For the life of the author and his methodology, see The History of Tabari, vol. 1,
General Introduction and From Creation to the Flood, translated and annotated by
Franz Rosenthal (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), 5-140.

3. The classical expression of this idea is St. Augustine's The City of God, which
is the first major attempt at presenting a Christian philosophy of history.

4. See the Lord's Prayer in Matt 6:9-13 where the addition to v. 13 in some man-
uscripts, "For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory for ever. Amen,"
stresses this idea further. In the Qur'an this idea provides the framework of God's role
in human history; see Q. 3:26, as well as 2:107; 3:189.

5. See Geo Widengren, Muhammad, the Apostle of God, and His Ascension
(Uppsala: Lundequistska Bokhandeln, 1955), and also Nizam al-Mulk, Siyar al-
muluk or siyasat-namah, trans. Hubert Drake as The Book of Government or Rules
for Kings (London, Henley, and Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), pt. 1, chap.
5,32-42.

6. "La hukma ilia li-lIah" (d. Q. 6:57; 12:40) was the slogan raised by the
Kharijites against 'Ali bin Abi Talib, the fourth of the "rightly guided caliphs," first
Shi'i imam and one of the most venerated personalities in Muslim history.

7. See J. Spencer Trimingham, Christianity among the Arabs in Pre-Islamic
Times (London and New York: Longman/Librairie du Liban, 1979), 100-116, and
passIm.

8. See the illuminating study of this pre-Islamic South Arabian Christian com-
munity by Irfan Shahid, The Martyrs of Najran: New Documents (Brussels: Soc. des
Bollandistes, 1971).

9. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Zad al-Ma'ad, ed. Shu'ayb 'Abd ai-Qadir al-
Arma'ut, 6th ed. (Beirut: Mu'assasat al-Risalah, 1304/1984) 3:361.

10. For a comprehensive discussion of the major interpretations of this verse, see
Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters (Albany: State University of
New York, 1984), 1:108 ff.

11. Ibid.
12. Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam (Chicago and London:

University of Chicago Press, 1974), 1:199,229.
13. For a discussion of the term dhimmah in the Qur'an and its legal signifi-



Islam and Christianity 41

cance for Jews and Christians under Muslim rule, see "Dhimmah in the Qur'an and
Hadith," chap. 9 in the present volume. For a very useful presentation of transla-
tions into English of numerous primary texts on the status of dhimmis, see Bat Ye'or,
The Dhimmi: Jews and Christians under Islam (Rutherford, Madison, Teaneck, N.J.:
Farleigh Dickinson University Press/London and Toronto: Associated University
Presses, 1985), passim.

14. For a discussion of this event and the traditions concerning it, see Mahmoud
M. Ayoub, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters (Albany: State University of New York,
1992), vol. 2, Introduction: Occasion of revelation of Sura 3 (AI 'Imran) and com-
mentaries on the muhahalah verse (Q. 3:61).

15. Ibid.
16. See Q. 9:30. See also" Dhimmah in the Qur'an and Hadith," chapter 9

below; and Mahmoud Ayoub, '''Uzayr in the Qur'an and Muslim Tradition," in Stud-
ies in Islamic and Judaic Studies: Papers Presented in the Institute for Islamic and
Judaic Studies (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986), 3-18.

17. Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, Musnad Ihn Hanbal (Beirut: Dar Sadir, n.d.), 3:403.
18. Cf. chap. 6 ("Sacred Scripture in the Life of the Church") of the "Dogmatic

Constitution on Divine Revelation" of Vatican Council II, in The Documents of Vat-
ican 11, ed. Walter M. Abbott (New York: Guild Press, 1966), 125f£.



4

Roots of Muslim-Christian Conflict

Islam and Christianity have from the beginning had an ambivalent relation-
ship which, at one and the same time, has held possibilities of deep and vio-
lent conflict as well as of constructive and meaningful dialogue. The Qur'an
calls for dialogue with the people of the Book (Jews and Christians) in a fair
manner. It requires of Muslims to declare, "our God and your God is one
God ... " (Q. 29:46). Yet the Qur'an categorically condemns belief in the
Trinity and the divinity of Jesus. It considers Christians to be nearest in amity
to Muslims (Q. 5:82), yet commands its followers to wage war against peo-
ple of the Book who reject faith in God and the Last Day, until they humbly
remit the jizyah, or poll tax (Q. 9:29).

Both the negative and positive aspects of this relationship may be
observed in the long history of interaction of the two communities. The
Qur'an provides only the basis for the attitude of Muslims at any given time
toward Christians and Christianity. It was not theology but concrete politi-
cal, economic, and social considerations that determined the form and
outcome of such an attitude. However, because the Qur'an recognizes Chris-
tianity as genuinely a true faith and Christians as a legitimate faith commu-
nity, Christianity has survived in the Muslim world in a variety of forms and
expressions that the West could not tolerate.

Early Christian theology had to find a place in its view of history as
salvation history for previous religious and philosophical systems. Judaism
presented a great problem which began to receive serious attention only after
a long and tragic history. The church has reluctantly come to ,Kcept Judaism
as a legitimate religious tradition independent of Christianity.

Islam is a post-Christian religion. Thus, while pre-Christian philosophies
and religious dispensations might be regarded as a prelude to the Gospel, or
preparatio evangelica, Islam could not be fitted into this schema. Hence,
Islam required a new theology which is only now, after fourteen centuries of
struggle and conflict, beginning to be tentatively formulated.

In the following pages an attempt will be made to study the roots of this
conflict from a Muslim point of view and to point to new and hopeful hori-
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lOns in relations between the two communities. I shall first examine the
claims of supersessionism and finality in the two traditions. This will be
briefly contrasted with the view of the universality of truth which is basic to
the theology of both faiths. In the light of this claim it will be possible to dis-
cuss the Christian justification of the Crusades against Muslims and the role
the Crusades played in determining even contemporary Muslim views of the
Christian West. In close conjunction with the Crusades, three important ele-
ments of more recent developments in Western relations with Islam will be
studied. These are colonialism, evangelization, and orientalism.

My task will be mainly to present coherently and as objectively as pos-
sible the Muslim view of the attitude of the Christian West toward Islam.
The history of Muslim-Christian relations has largely been a story of mis-
trust, misgiving, and misunderstanding. A new and genuine beginning
based on mutual goodwill and patient dialogue is needed. Because I believe
this to be imperative for the peace and survival of both communities of
faith and of the world, I present this study as a small contribution toward
this goal.

Supersessionism and the Universality of Truth

Like Islam, Christianity was born at a time and in an area of intense cultural
and religious activity. It was natural, therefore, for the early fathers of the
church to recognize the place of previous manifestations of the truth, and to
see Christianity as heir to and final expression of this truth. Thus, early in
the history of the church, Saint Cyprian (d. 258) argued that nothing less than
full membership in the Catholic Church would avail a heretic of salvation, not
the baptism of blood.l Saint Cyprian argued further, and more forcefully, that,
"he cannot have God as a father who does not have the Church as a mother.
If whoever was outside the ark of Noah was able to escape, he too who is out-
side the Church escapes." Cyprian then quotes the well-known words of
Christ (Matt 12:30), "He who is not with me is against me, and he who does
not gather with me, scatters." He then comments, "he who gathers some-
where outside the Church, scatters the Church of Christ. He who does not
hold this unity Ithat is, of the Church] does not hold the law of God, does not
hold the faith of the Father and the Son, does not hold life and salvation."2

The doctrine of the church as the exclusive source of salvation, expressed
in the well-known formula extra ecclesiam nulla salus, had many and often
tragic ramifications even within the Christian community.' According to
Saint Augustine, "what is now called the Christian religion existed even
among the ancients and was not lacking from the beginning of the human
race until 'Christ came in the flesh.' From that time, true religion, which
already existed, began to be called Christian."4 A thousand years later the
Council of Florence (1438-1445) reiterated the same doctrine in much
stronger language:
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The holy Roman Church believes, professes, and preaches that no
one remaining outside the Catholic Church, not just pagans, but
also Jews or heretics or schismatics, can become partakers of eter-
nallife; but they will go to the "everlasting fire which was prepared
for the devil and his angels," unless before the end of life they are
joined to the Church.'

It must be observed that this doctrine has had its political and military
repercussions in Christian history since the time when God favored the
Emperor Constantine with victory under the sign of the cross. In the thir-
teenth century, Pope Boniface VIII (1294-1303) declared with clear political
intent that there is only one Catholic Church and that "outside this Church
there is no salvation and no remission of sins." This is because, the pope
went on, "It is absolutely necessary for the salvation of every human crea-
ture to be subject to the Roman Pontiff."6 Pope Urban II (1088-1099) had
invoked the same doctrine at the Council of Clermont in 1095 to justify the
First Crusade. Here again, the real motives were far more political than reli-
gious. It must be noted that this doctrine, or perhaps problem, continued to
occupy theologians and church authorities alike, also and even particularly
after Vatican IP

Islam also has its exclusivist doctrine. The Qur'an asserts that "surely the
(true) religion with God is Islam ... " and, "whoever seeks a religion other
than Islam, it shall not be accepted from him, and in the hereafter he shall
be among the losers" (Q. 3:19; 3:95). Later Muslim traditionalists, and even
contemporary thinkers, have affirmed this position in spite of other verses in
the Qur'an that clearly present a far more universalistic and inclusive view
of faith and salvation.

The Qur'an frequently uses the term islam in its essential meaning of
submission of all things to God (Q. 3:83). Yet the prevalent view in Muslim
tradition has been that any given religious dispensation remains valid until
the coming of the one to succeed it; then the new dispensation abrogates and
supersedes the previous one. Thus, until the coming of Jesus, the Torah of
Moses was binding on anyone who had heard of it. Thereafter his book, the
Gospel, superseded the Torah. Islam is regarded by Muslims as the last reli-
gious system given to humankind; the Qur'an is the final revelation and
Muhammad is the seal of the prophets. The Prophet is said to have declared,
"whoever died in the faith of Jesus, and died in Islam before he heard of me,
his lot shall be good. But whoever hears of me today and yet does not assent
to me, he shall surely perish."x

Since the middle of the last century a number of intellectual movements
arose in various parts of the Muslim world in opposition to Western colonial
domination and missionary activity. New ideas and interpretations of Islam
that assert its vitality, universality, and finality constitute the main thrust of
such movements.9 For example, the late Egyptian thinker and prominent
member of the Society of Muslim Brothers (an Islamic revivalist movement
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originating in early twentieth-century Egypt) Sayyid Qutb (executed by Pres-
ident Nasser in 1966) argues that Christianity had from the beginning a lim-
ited role to play in the life of human society. Its purpose was to revivify the
stagnant Jewish law. Thus, Christianity came for a limited period of time
between Judaism and Islam. 10 It is clear then that in Islam as in Christianity
the doctrine of supersessionist exclusiveness was motivated more by politi-
cal than religious considerations.

Christianity and Islam: each claimed from the beginning to be a univer-
sal message intended for humankind. Yet each also claimed to be the final
and universal expression of the Truth. This latter claim made any recognition
by either one of the other impossible. Moreover, it contradicted the basic
tenet of both, namely, that God created all human beings and that He is a
God of love who wishes the guidance and salvation of all His creatures. God
is the Truth, Islam insists; if we truly know Him, He will, Christ assured us,
"set us free" (John 8:32).

The New Testament asserts in many places the universality of truth.
Thus, St. Paul declared to the seeking but misguided Athenians that "God
never left Himself without a witness" (Acts 14:17). Furthermore, the writer
of the Epistle to the Hebrews opens his discourse with the reassuring procla-
mation that God had spoken to men at sundry times and in sundry ways; in
the fullness of time, the writer to the Hebrews asserts, God spoke through
His son, Jesus Christ. Does this necessarily mean that henceforth God should
forevermore hold His peace? The early church lived in the anticipation of
Christ's second coming, the Parousia. This did not mean, however, that after
Christ's earthly sojourn God could no more call His human children to Him,
but rather that the end was at hand. Time had reached its fullness. Soon,
however, the church did realize that the kingdom of God was not at hand,
and that the church must, therefore, live in the world and find its place in his-
tory.

As the early church fathers encountered the truth in ancient philosoph-
ical and religious systems, they heard the voice of God speaking in them.
This they called the "seminal divine word." Thus, "according to the Chris-
tian theology of the second century (especially Justin) and the third (espe-
cially the Alexandrians, Clement and Origen), the divine Logos (logos
spermatikos, 'seminal word') was active everywhere from the beginning."
Hans Kung, who makes this observation, rightly asks, "but if the pagans
Plato, Aristotle and Plotinus, or later-for others-even Marx and Freud
could be 'pedagogues' leading men to Christ, why not also the philosophers
and religious thinkers of other nations?" II

This universalist view of divine guidance in history was soon to be
obscured by the theological wranglings within the church, as well as politi-
cal, economic, and military rivalries within the Christian community and
hetween it and other communities of faith. Truth has therefore been denied
its universality and, according to Kung, has become Catholic or Protestant,
European or American. The Christian message has become the religion of the
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West. Thus, not only were other faiths denied access to the truth, but other
Christians were also lost because they were not Latin, European, Catholic,
American, or Protestant. 12

Islam as well demands a universalist view of the truth operating through
divine revelation in human history. The Qur'an insists that "there is not a
community but that a warner [that is, a messenger] has come to it" (Q.
24:35). The Qur'an further argues for divine wisdom in human diversity of
culture, language, and religion. The purpose in this diversity is for men and
women to cooperate in a life of righteousness and vie with one another in the
performance of righteous deeds. Goodness must not be judged, therefore, by
ethnic, racial, or even religious identity; "surely," the Qur'an asserts, "the
most noble of you in the sight of God is he who is most pious" (Q. 49:13).

Guided not always by this and similar passages of the Qur'an but by
theological, political, and other worldly ambitions, Muslims also sacrificed
the universality of truth on the altar of religion. Yet while the Christian atti-
tude of triumphal supersessionist finality was born in the church and nur-
tured by its theology, that of Islam, although having its seeds in early
tradition, evolved out of the long history of hostility and conflict between the
two communities. It is to some aspects of this history that I shall now turn.

The Crusades Old and New

Jerusalem, the city of David, home of the Temple and Holy Sepulcher, is also
the Holy House and home of the "furthest place of worship" (al-Aqsa),
whose precincts God blessed (Q. 17:1). Jerusalem was the first qiblah (direc-
tion of prayer) for Muslims and a place of pilgrimage. It is the bridge between
earth and heaven whose sacred rock served as a stepping stone for the
Prophet Muhammad's celestial journey (mi'raj) to God. Yet Jerusalem, the
"city of peace," became a powerful symbol for Muslims, as it is for Jews and
Christians, not only of religious loyalties but also of their historic identity
and political power. It is God's holy mountain, the hill of Golgotha, and the
goal of Islam's sacred hijrah (migration).13

Jerusalem has been, in many important respects, the focus of Muslim-
Christian relations. It is what happened in Jerusalem during the period of
the Latin kingdom (July 1099 to October 1187) that determined the subse-
quent history of Muslim-Christian relations. The Crusades in themselves
were not a very important chapter in Muslim history. They have been, how-
ever, crucial in providing the pattern for and spirit of the long history of con-
flict and mistrust between Muslims and Christians. Important in this tragic
history was the conquest of Jerusalem, as recorded with gory details by eye-
witnesses and other chroniclers. 14

During the eleventh century, Europe was torn by internal strife and war-
fare. This made it necessary for both civil and ecclesiastical authorities to
find other avenues to channel the energies of their warring subjects. A cru-
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sade ostensibly to free the Holy Land from the hands of the "pagans," that
is, the Muslims, provided such an avenue. The Crusades had other important
objectives, not least among which was to reunite the church after the schism
of 1054. Instead, however, the Crusades helped to deepen this division.

On November 27,1095, Pope Urban II proclaimed a crusade in a fiery
speech delivered before a large audience assembled for that purpose at the
Council of Clermont. According to the famous chronicler of the First Cru-
sade, Fulcher of Chartres, the pope exhorted his subjects in the name of
Christ to "hasten to exterminate this vile race from our lands and to aid the
Christian inhabitants in time." To add greater stress to this exhortation, the
pope declared that "Christ commands it. "15 It was natural for the fighters to
cry out" Deus Ie volt" (God wills it) in their merciless assault on Muslim
cities. The holy pontiff then granted absolution to all those who would join
in this" holy war." No doubt papal absolution contributed to the ruthless
savagery with which the crusading armies carried out their mission. In the
initial stages of the Crusades, the cities that were captured were virtually
depopulated. 16

For a better understanding of Muslim perceptions of the Crusades and
their aftermath, a brief look at the Islamic rules of war and interreligious
social relations is necessary. Only then will we be able to see the contrast
between the treatment of Muslims by the Crusaders and the way Muslims
treated their non-Muslim subjects. It is on the basis of this contrast that Mus-
lims have argued for the tolerance of Islam and Muslims against the intoler-
ance of Christians.

The Qur'an clearly states as a general principle that "God does not for-
bid you concerning those who do not fight against you on account of your
faith, or seek to drive you out of your dwellings, that you act justly towards
them; for God surely loves those who are just" (Q. 60:8). Just treatment of
neighbors implies social intercourse between two different groups of people.
This the Qur'an recognizes and encourages, at least between Muslims and
the people of the Book: "The food of those who were given the Book is law-
ful for you, and your food is lawful for them. Likewise, the chaste women
of the people of the Book [are lawful for you to marry]" (Q. 5:5). This means
that in times of peace and security, Muslims and non-Muslims must live as
one society, each of these two communities of faith being subject to its own
special socio-religious laws. Thus the general juristic principle has been "to
them belong whatever [privileges] belong to us, and incumbent upon them
is whatever is incumbent upon us." 17 This principle must be upheld in times
of war as in times of peace.

The Qur'an distinguishes between those of the people of the Book who
live in accordance with their own faith and scriptures and those who
exchange their faith and God's revelations for worthless personal gains. The
former recognize the truth in their own scriptures and in the Qur'an. This
recognition, moreover, creates between them and the Muslims a bond of
amity and friendship:
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You shall surely find the nearest of men in amity to those who have
faith, these who say: "We are Christians." This is because there are
among them devout men and monks; nor do they act arrogantly.
When they hear that which was sent down to the Messenger
[Muhammad], you see their eyes well up with tears for what they
recognize of the truth. They say "Our Lord we have faith; inscribe
us, therefore, among those who are witnesses Ito the truthl." (Q.
5:82)

The Qur'an recognizes further that there are strong differences in belief
between the two communities of faith that would necessarily lead to debate
and argumentation. It stipulates, therefore, that Muslims "do not dispute
with the people of the Book except in the best manner, save those among
them who do wrong. Say: 'We believe in that which was sent down to us
and that which was sent down to you. Our God and your God is One, to
Him we are submitters [that is, Muslims]''' (Q. 29:46). This is ecumenism in
its widest sense. In times of prosperity and of security from external dan-
gers, this tolerant attitude was the hallmark of Muslim-Christian relations.
Yet even in times of conflict and hostility, Muslims could be reminded of
such principles as a restraint against the all-too-common human tendency in
times of war to cruel revenge against the enemy.

The application of these principles in the time of the Prophet became
sunnah, an example binding on all later generations. We are told that when
the Prophet sent out an army, he instructed them (as related on the author-
ity of Abu Bakr, the first caliph) as follows:

Do not betray [one another in war]. Do not commit acts of treach-
ery. Do not mutilate or kill a young child, an old man or woman. Do
not cut down trees bearing fruits. Do not slaughter a sheep, a cow
or a camel except if you need it for food. You shall pass by people
who have dedicated themselves to acts of devotion in their her-
mitages. Let them be, and that to which they have dedicated them-
selves.18

It is important to observe that these injunctions, which were to remain the
Islamic rules for war, were communicated by Abu Bakr to Muslim fighters
on their way to their first engagement after the Prophet's death. It is also
noteworthy that this was the first major battle with the Byzantine Chris-
tians.19

Fighting, in Islam, is only one aspect of jihad. In its basic sense, jihad is
striving against evil, whether in one's own life or that of society. Sayyid Qutb,
one of the most influential Muslim thinkers of the twentieth century, sees
jihad as a struggle against oppression wherever it may be. Jihad must not be
used to compel people to embrace Islam but to free them from oppression,
regardless of their religious affiliation. Another end of jihad is the protec-
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tion of the Muslim community, and especially its youth, from being lured
away from their faith. Sayyid Qutb seeks to reassure Christians that they
have nothing to fear under Muslim rule because it will not oblige them to
accept Islam or to perform any of its acts of worship. For all this, Sayyid
Qutb finds support in the Qur'an, prophetic tradition, and Muslim history.2o

Like Sayyid Qutb, other Muslim apologists have tirelessly invoked Mus-
lim and Christian history to demonstrate the tolerance and humaneness of
Islam and its adherents and their opposites in the West. This, they argue, is
in spite of the teaching of Christ and the Gospel. In fact, Sayyid Qutb argues
that Christianity came as a life-giving force to the Jewish law. Europeans, he
believes, soon found that Christianity could not be applied as a cure to the
ills of society because of their hard life and harsh climate. Instead, religion
was reduced to a private relationship between a person and his Lord. Thus,
the author concludes, "Europe was never for one day Christian. Rather, from
the day religion penetrated Europe to our own time, it has remained in total
isolation from the conditions of life and its institutions. "21 Since the West
has been, as many Muslim thinkers claim, deprived of the spirit and values
of Christianity, then Western civilization has nothing of value to offer to
Muslims. It follows in their view that Western society is dominated solely by
materialistic interests. In fact, it is precisely this which has been seen as the
root cause of Western aggressive colonialism in all its aspects.

In a small pamphlet entitled "Western Leaders Say: 'Destroy Islam and
Exterminate its People,'''22 the author asserts that the Crusades continue and
that the conflicts which caused them in the first place still stand today. He
sees the creation of Israel as part of the West's long-term plan to destroy
Islam as a faith and civilization. As proof of his argument, the author
observes that the conquest of Jerusalem by General Allenby during World
War I was seen by European powers as "the eighth and final Crusade."
Allenby is said to have declared after his victory, "today the wars of the Cru-
sades have came to an end."23 Likewise, when the French general Gouraud
quelled Syrian uprisings against the French mandate, in 1919 and 1920, he
went to the tomb of Salah ai-Din (Saladin) in Damascus, kicked it with his
foot, exclaiming, "we have returned, 0 Saladinl"24

Muslims see a sinister alliance between modern Western colonialism, or
the "new world crusadism" (al-sallbiyya al- 'tzlamiya al-jadlda) as they call it,
and "world Zionism." They see the struggle between the West and the Arab
world not as a struggle between two peoples but between two civilizations,
two religions, and two worldviews. Thus Randolph Churchill, the grandson
of Winston Churchill, writing after the Six Day War of June 1967, exults in
the final return of Jerusalem to Western domination through Israeli powerY

In view of this, the question of the motives behind the Western Crusades
against Muslims must be raised. Were these the results of long and bitter wars
between Muslims and Christians, wars that led to Muslim domination of some
of the fairest lands of Christendom, or were there other and stronger motives?
The real motive, as Muslims see it, has been colonial domination. The only for-
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midable obstacle in the way of achieving this goal is Islam. This is the view of
Western missionaries, one of whom, Lawrence Browne, is said to have
declared, "Islam is the only barrier in the face of western colonialism."2h

Muslims believe that Islam and it alone is still capable of uniting so many
millions the world over into a world power, across all racial, ethnic, and cul-
tural differences. It is for this reason that they believe Islam is greatly feared
in the West. This fear was vividly demonstrated at the start of the Iranian
Islamic revolution. The West has always striven to prevent Muslim unity at
all cost, Muslims maintain. Three important forces were mustered for this
purpose: colonialism, missionary activity, and orientalism.

Still, the glorious days of the Crusades continue to provide, at least for
some, a nostalgic dream of past grandeur. This dream is eloquently voiced by
a French missionary priest who is said to have spent many years as head of
the Jesuit university in Beirut, Lebanon. He said:

The missionary comes under the banner of the Cross dreaming of
the past, and looking forward to the future as he listens to the wind
whistling from afar, from the shores of Rome and France. No one
can prevent that spirit from repeating to our ears in its words of yes-
terday, the cry of our crusading forebears: "God wills it."27

Muslims have unfortunately detected this spirit in every sphere of
Western activity in their society. The three areas of Western activity in the
Muslim world already mentioned-colonization, evangelization, and orien-
tal ism-have always occupied the minds of Muslim thinkers particularly
since the Second World War and the establishment of the state of Israel. It has
already been observed that at the root of Muslim-Christian conflict stood
centuries of mistrust. Nowhere can this be more clearly discerned than in
the way Muslims have interpreted their relations with the Western world in
light of these three areas. They must be examined frankly and candidly if we
are to move from a relationship of conflict and confrontation to one of mean-
ingful dialogue based on mutual trust and goodwill. This is because we can
seek to build a better future only if we understand our past history.

Colonialization, Evangelization, and Orientalisrn

When Christ commissioned his disciples to "go therefore and make disciples
of all nations" (Matt 28:19), he did not wish them to achieve this with the
help of secular authority. Nor did he intend this sacred mission of love to be
carried out in the spirit of triumphal superiority and sectarian competition.
Yet it was this spirit that dominated missionary activity for most of its long
history. This has been especially the case since the Protestant Reformation
and the beginning of European colonial history.

My concern in this study is not Western colonialism as such, but rather
the spirit that nurtured it along with missionary work and orientalist schol-



Roots of Muslim-Christian Conflict 51

arship. More precisely, I shall be concerned with the ways Muslims have per-
ceived these three activities and the attitudes that inspired them. In a recent
work on modern Islamic thought and its relation to Western colonialism,28
the author observes that by the middle of the nineteenth century, India, which
for centuries had been permeated by Islamic Timurid culture, Iran, Indone-
sia, and North Africa fell prey to British, Dutch, and French colonialism. By
the end of the First World War, the entire Muslim world was parceled out
among European colonialist powers. Throughout its colonial history, Europe
was inspired by the same spirit of mission that inspired Christian mission-
aries. Thus the author quotes the well-known French historian Gabriel Han-
otaux, who asserted that "France carried to the Semitic Muslims the salt and
spirit of civilization. "2~

For many orientalists, Islamic civilization is an imperfect residue of
Byzantine civilization. This idea was born out of nationalistic and ethnic ide-
ologies of the nineteenth century. Among these, Aryanism, or the "master
race" theory as applied to white Europeans, has played a major role in shap-
ing Western attitudes toward Islam as a faith and a civilization. Thus, Islamic
mysticism, or Sufism, which had a great appeal to Western thinkers, was
seen as the expression of a primitive Aryan religious phenomenon that is for-
eign to Islam.311This meant that Islam, as an impoverished Semitic religion,
would be incapable of developing such a spiritual heritage. Sufism was, there-
fore, mistakenly considered to be a purely Iranian phenomenon. This implied
that Islam was spiritually and ethically lacking, and that it was therefore the
mission of the West to save Muslims from Islam.

Based on this and other notions, the attitude of Western colonizers, mis-
sionaries, and orientalists toward Muslims and their faith was one of dis-
dain and insensitive paternalism. It is this attitude that continues to occupy
the minds and pens of educated Muslims. One of these, Omar Farrukh, who
was educated first at the American University of Beirut and later in Europe,
has made this problem one of his lifelong occupations. His book Evange-
lization and Colonialism in Arab Lands31 has set the tone and provided the
themes for all subsequent works in Arabic on the subject. It is, therefore,
important that we examine this seminal work in some detail. Farrukh makes
a distinction between what he calls" official colonialism" and "actual colo-
nialism." The former is political; the latter intellectual, social, and economic.
Although official political colonialism has largely come to an end, neocolo-
nialism or actual colonialism in many of its forms is still with us.

Missionary work has had a long history of cooperation with colonialism,
with which it enjoyed a symbiotic relationship. Farrukh regards missionary
work as "of greater harm to our countries than colonialism, because colo-
nialism penetrated into our lands only under the cover of missionary activ-
ity."32 He further states:

We believe missionary work to be altogether evil. This is because
American, British, French and Dutch [missionaries] speak good with
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their tongues, but the effects of their actions are clearly visible to us
in Palestine, North Africa, Indochina, Cyprus, Kashmir, South Africa
and even in the United States. All these people must, at least, first
wash their hands of the blood of their victims before they can play
on the stage of humanity the role of the magnanimous do-gooder. B

In the view of Omar Farrukh, the motives behind missionary activity are
not in the least religious. This is because, he argues, Western society is itself
atheistic. It is a materialistic society that knows no meaning of the spirit.
Then, quoting the words of a Lebanese Arab Christian, he continues, "Amer-
ica, which worships gold, iron and petrol, has nonetheless covered half the
earth with missionaries claiming to call others to a spiritual life and religious
peace. "34 Likewise, he argues, France is a secular state at home, yet abroad
it protects missionaries. The Jesuits, who have been expelled from France as
enemies, are its reliable agents and friends in its colonies. Italy also, while
showing hostility to the church in its struggle for independent statehood, had
nonetheless built its imperialist policy on the efforts of monks and mission-
aries. Even Soviet Russia, which in its own domains has called for a war
against all religions, nevertheless pretended to support religious leaders call-
ing for an ecumenical council in Moscow when after the Second World War
it sought to enlarge its economic and political sphere of influence. lS

Farrukh continues: in recent Western colonial history the word has pre-
ceded the sword. Because of the close cooperation between missionaries and
their home governments, most Third World peoples have become quite sus-
picious of all missionary work, regardless of its motives. Muslim thinkers
may, at times, have exaggerated what they considered to be the evil alliance
between missionaries and colonialist powers. Omar Farrukh, for example,
sees the real and primary aim of missionaries to be the total abolition of all
religions other than Christianity as a means of enslaving their followers. He
writes, "The battle between the missionaries and other religions is not one
of religion; rather, it is one whose aim is political and economic domina-
tion. "36 The author then lists the means by which missionaries often sought
to win converts. These are, first, education; second, medical services; and
third, monetary gifts and bribes. This, the author asserts, often took the form
of outright brokerage of souls.

Among those just listed, education was and continues to be the most
effective. In schools and universities founded by missionaries, both curricu-
lum and subject matter were those of the mission's homeland. Textbooks,
even those dealing with Muslim history and culture, are written by often
hostile orientalists. Omar Farrukh gives the example of a textbook used in
French schools in Lebanon. Discussing Islam in the seventh century, the book
in question calls the new religion the "new enemy." Yet in the end, "the
power of the crescent was overcome by that of the cross, and the Gospel
gained victory over the Qur'an .... "37 Farrukh observed that Pope Leo XIII
highly approved of the book.
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The political implications of Western education in the Middle East are
easy to see. Muslim as well as Christian Arab students who could learn more
about the history, geography, and culture of France, Britain, or the United
States than their own heritage, of course lost their national identity. This
conditioned such students, who often became leaders of their countries, to
tolerate and even sympathize with the colonialists or neocolonialists of their
own country and people.

Since the seventeenth century, European powers have championed the
cause of Christian minorities in the Middle East. In Syria and Lebanon, these
minorities have always held divided loyalties. Today's Middle East problems,
and especially those of Lebanon, are in large measure the outcome of such
colonialist machinations.

The most serious problem by far has been the Zionist presence. Farrukh
observes that very early in the nineteenth century a number of missionary
organizations were formed in Europe expressly for the evangelization of the
Jews. The plan was that the Jews would return to Palestine where the process
of evangelization would begin. At that time, the whole area of Syria-Palestine
was occupied by Muhammad Ali of Egypt. Muhammad Ali embarked on an
extensive plan of Westernization of his domains. Missionary societies there-
fore counted on the good relations between Muhammad Ali and the West.
But when in 1840 Muhammad Ali withdrew from Palestine, the Ottoman
authorities did not favor this plan, which was soon abandoned. Nonethe-
less, the ideas of the Jewish return to Palestine lived on and bore fruit a cen-
tury later.

Muslims have generally considered all this to be part of an overall plan
to destroy any central authority in the Muslim world. Thus, the aim of the
return of the Jews to Palestine was seen not as the will to create a Jewish
state but to introduce a destabilizing factor into the Arab world.3s

Another contemporary Muslim writer has characterized colonialism,
evangelization, and orientalism and their agents in the Muslim world as "the
three wings of cunning and their pinfeathers."39 Expressing the mistrust and
frustration of Muslims in the aftermath of three Arab-Israeli Western-
supported wars, the author describes the points of common interest among
the three wings as "hatred and malice." He protests, "we can see no noble
humane principles that would justify such hostility and hatred."40 He then
argues that these feelings cannot be prompted by Islam, because it respects
the divine message that came before it. Islam calls for harmony and amity
among people of different faiths through "the best manner of debate." The
Qur'an leaves open even the question of truth and error in religious belief:
"surely we and you are either upon right guidance or in manifest error" (Q.
34:24). This leniency, the author bemoans, has always met with hostility and
hatred. But why, he asks, have European Christians been for so long condi-
tioned to hate and mistrust Islam and Muslims? The author thinks that
"politicians and military men, as well as missionaries, have, because of the
failure of the Crusades, inherited this hatred and malice from their forebears
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who for two centuries incited the crusading armies to attack Muslim lands."
He continues:

were these causes to be humanely and fairly analyzed, they would be
seen as the worst prejudice arising from the narrowest psychologi-
cal horizons and extreme egotism. All these must be rejected by fair-
minded people of high character who seek the truth wherever it may
be, and desire good for themselves and for all of humanity.41

It should be clear from the discussion so far that Muslims have come to
suspect everything Western. Behind every Western activity they see a colo-
nialist or neocolonialist plot. There are, no doubt, Western scholars who are
genuinely interested in Islam as a rich civilization and spiritual heritage wor-
thy of their lifelong occupation. Some indeed have contributed greatly to
Islamic scholarship and hence to a greater appreciation of Islam in all its
aspects. There are missionaries as well who are genuinely and sincerely inter-
ested in sharing their faith with others without any coercion or ulterior
motives. Yet so many Muslims thinkers have been unable-or unwilling-to
distinguish between the objective and profound Western orientalists and mis-
sionaries and the biased, sympathetic, hostile, and superficial ones. They
rather have regarded them all as an evil scourge upon Islam and Muslims.
The reasons for this are obvious from what has been said so far. They will
become even more apparent as we examine later in this discussion some of
the attitudes of well-known missionaries and scholars toward Islam.

In a large encyclopedic work on Arabic and Islamic thought, an entire
volume is dedicated to "dangerous ideological influences. "42The author con-
siders the aim of orienta lists and missionary schools on all levels as a well-
planned and executed process of Westernizing educated Muslims. He argues
that the rigorous and comprehensive treatment of modern Islam by orien-
talists is a concrete proof of this aim. The long-term method used to realize
this aim is the production of anti-Islamic literature containing facts and the-
ories based on misrepresentations, errors, and distortions. These are then
propagated by missionary organizations and the media, and become
implanted and grow in the minds of Muslims. This process would secure the
goal of the colonialist powers, "which is the melting of Muslims and Arabs
in the pot of western universalistic intellectualism." The author goes on to
define this process of Westernization more specifically:

Westernization in its simplest conception, is the conditioning of
Muslims and Arabs to willingly accept the western mentality and
reject the fundamentals (ofIslam] which impose [on Muslim society]
a particular identity and a specific Islamic character. In addition, it
seeks to raise doubts concerning Islam's educational, social, intel-
lectual and legislative principles.43

The reason for this determined effort, in the view of the author, is
Europe's failure to dominate the Muslim world through the Crusades. While
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the West has given up the strategy of confrontation, it is only the means that
have changed. The end remains the same. This is to destroy Islam-its leg-
islative, social, and economic character-by reducing it in the minds of
Western-educated Muslims to abstract theological principles divorced from
the reality of the daily life of Muslim society. Through missionary work and
orientalist Islamic studies, the West has endeavored to kill the spirit of jihad
in Muslims, which was one of the most important principles in the preser-
vation and growth of the Muslim community. This general aim was, the
author asserts, clearly and succinctly stated by Samuel Zwemer when he said,
"The aim of missionary work is not to bring a Muslim into another religion;
it is to bring him out of Islam, so that he may become its opponent and
staunch enemy. "44

There are, according to the writer under discussion, other strategies in
the realization of this aim. The first is spreading promiscuity and atheism
among young, educated Muslims. Second, modern European scientific and
educational methodologies in the study of Islam have led to the compart-
mentalization and fragmentation of an otherwise unified and well-integrated
system. The third element is the fostering of a feeling of inferiority among
Muslims.

The latest stage of the colonialist plot, as the author sees it, has been for
orienta lists to lay aside their ecclesiastical vestments and hide behind a thin
veil of academic integrity. The author decries the fact that orienta lists have
often concentrated on side issues-religious and legal differences, esoteri-
cisms, and foreign ideas-seeking by all this to recreate in the Muslim society
of today old divisive ethnic isms and nationalisms. To sum up, "Orientalists
have concentrated on borrowed ideas, imported philosophies and vulnerable
positions; all of which they sought to bring into the pure heritage of Islam. "45

The mission of Christ was a mission of love which transcends all polit-
ical and religious considerations. However, the history of missions, especially
since the Reformation, has sacrificed love for sectarian competition. Writing
early in this century, the well-known British missionary scholar Temple
Gairdner describes the scope of missionary work thus: "Whether by the tens
of thousands of Bibles and religious works distributed yearly from Assuan to
Alexandria, or by itinerant or village missions, or preachings, visitings, dis-
putations in the capital, or medical missions in several centers, or the steady
work of the education of boys and girls, the work goes on, and success is
sure. "46 Gairdner was writing in the wake of the British occupation of Egypt
and the protection consequent upon this occupation. The disputations to
which he refers often took place at al-Azhar, the most important center of
Islamic learning. Students from all parts of Africa and Asia flocked to this
ancient institution, and that, of course, provided enthusiastic missionaries
with a rare opportunity. It was the opportunity of carrying the Gospel to the
far corners of the earth in one convenient location. Gairdner, therefore, exults
in the fact that "In the memory of living men no Christians could so much
as enter that place; now they enter unmolested." As a result, the author goes
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on, "Students and ex-students have been converted to Christ, and not a few
students have, as they paced or sat apart, studied there, not the Koran, but
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. "47

The attitude of insensitive superiority, already noted, is concisely and
poignantly expressed in these words: "As ignorance is the Church's greatest
stronghold of Mohammedanism, so education is the Church's greatest
weapon in meeting it. "4H With this observation, a list of proposals to com-
bat Islam is presented. The strategic proposals themselves do not concern
us. What concerns us is the attitude of belligerent confrontation that they
reveal. The author first proposes that "as Mohammedanism claims to be a
larger revelation, and to supersede Christianity, it is imperative that this bold
challenge should be met, and not passed over in silence, and that every mis-
sion pupil should learn not only the Christian truths, but also their position
with regard to attacks on these truths." Another proposal is that a special
effort be made to occupy strong Muslim centers in order to quell any Islamic
influence on non-Muslims, especially the pagans of sub-Saharan Africa.49

This, of course, is possible only with the help of the colonizing power.
To missionaries like Gairdner, as to many Western Christians and Jews,

Islam is a menace. From a work of that title, Gairdner quotes a few phrases
that powerfully characterize the long history of conflict and competition that
has existed between the two traditions and their communities of faith.

Islam is the only one of the great religions to come after Christian-
ity; the only one that definitely claims to correct, complete and
supersede Christianity; the only one that categorically denies the
truth of Christianity; the only one that has in the past signally
defeated Christianity; the only one that seriously disputes the world
with Christianity; the only one which, in several parts of the world,
is today forestalling and gaining on Christianity.50

Islam is seen as a baffling problem, baffling because it directly challenges
the basic beliefs of Christianity and competes with it in the claim to be the
final universal message to humankind. The political success of Islam for so
many centuries only added credibility to an otherwise, from a Christian point
of view, vast and incredible error. Yet in the end, the most important source
of mistrust and conflict between Islam and Christianity revolves around
places like the "Church-mosque at Damascus ... where a Cross once stood,
and where there stands a Crescent today. "51 It is the fear that Islam would
once more make great incursions into Christian lands.

Islam, according to Gairdner and many Western thinkers even today,
spreads not because it has anything of value to offer but because it makes no
moral demands on its people or converts. "Where little is expected," Gaird-
ner consoles his readers, "there is no disappointment." Thus, murderers, for-
nicators, and bad men, that is, orientals, can be staunch defenders of Islam.52

Two world wars within half a century have changed the exuberance of
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the nineteenth century into a realistic sobriety. Lawrence Browne, writing
during the Second World War, while still insisting that Islam is a "lacking
religion," concedes nevertheless that there are some things in Islam that must
be preserved." These are worship of One Exalted God, the sense of broth-
erhood among Muslims, and their zeal in the observance of religious rites.54

His well-known Dutch contemporary, the missionary scholar Hendrik Krae-
mer, is far less compassionate. For Kraemer, Islam is altogether superficial,
having nothing of value to offer to the rest of humanity. Kraemer calls Islam
a "riddle," because even though it is lacking in depth and originality, it
nonetheless "excels all other religions in creating in its adherents a feeling of
absolute religious superiority."55 But of this feeling is "born that stubborn
refusal to open the mind towards another spiritual world, as a result of which
Islam is such an enigmatic missionary object."56

The three elements which, according to Browne, are worth preserving,
Kraemer considers negative and dangerous. Islamic worship he sees as part
of a process of "super-heating" in Islam. He writes, "Islam is theocentric,
but in a super-heated state. Allah in Islam becomes white-hot Majesty, white-
hot Omnipotence, white-hot Uniqueness. His personality evaporates and
vanishes in the burning heat of His aspects. "57 Had Kraemer himself not
been blinded by his own frustration with a community so tenaciously bound
to its faith, he would have called this "divine transcendence." The compre-
hensiveness of the Islamic system as a way of life and worship Kraemer calls,
"secularized theocracy," or "religious imperialism."58 As such, Islam is a
problem for missionary work. It is so, Kraemer believes, because of the stub-
bornness of its adherents and their unity or group solidarity and religious
cohesion. Thus, it is this sense of brotherhood, or group solidarity, that pres-
ents the most serious danger for European powers and their missionaries.
Kraemer defines Islam as "a mediaeval and radically religious form of that
national-socialism which we know at present in Europe in its pseudo-
religious form. "5~This is, from a European point of view, the greatest insult
that can be leveled against Islam. It is Nazism.

The situation of Muslim-Christian relations has changed little through
centuries. What Kraemer, Gairdner, Browne, and other Christian writers
considered in this study have said has become familiar to students of Islam
and Muslim-Christian relations. It was said already in the eighth century
when St. John of Damascus, an official of the Muslim state, declared Islam
to be a Christian heresy. It was repeated by the Crusaders along with the
chanson extolling the chivalry of Saladin. More recently, it and much more
has been said in works such as The Arab Mind by Raphael Patai and in the
media, especially following the Islamic revolution in Iran. The Crusader
image of Islam, although further romanticized and elaborated by oriental-
ists from the time of Peter the Venerable to the present, remains virtually the
same. Yet to despair is to die. A new beginning can and must be made. New
horizons in Muslim-Christian relations are slowly but firmly being discov-
ered. I shall end this study with a brief glance at these glimmers of hope for
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a better future of understanding and acceptance of the many common chal-
lenges of our two faiths.

New Horizons

Muslims and Christians have so far lived in two separate worlds. Dar al-
Islam and the Church Militant have not only been two distinct geographical
domains competing for domination and world hegemony, they have also
been interiorized by millions of men and women across the centuries. They
have thus shaped the lives of individuals as well as of world history. The
stage on which this violent tragedy has been played is the Middle East, where
the three monotheistic faiths were born and nurtured. The Middle East, and
particularly Jerusalem, remains the center of both realms: of the hopes and
fears, peace and war, and all the good and evil of both communities.

The holy city of Jerusalem has become an integral part of the narrow
exclusivism of all three religions. As a consequence, this city (and indeed the
Middle East as a whole) has lost its interreligious character. It can therefore
no longer serve as a meeting place for dialogue.

The purpose of dialogue ought to be better understanding, peaceful
coexistence, and the establishment of a fellowship of faith among people of
faith. This is only possible among people enjoying the same standard of secu-
rity, economic well-being, and social equality in all respects. This ideal can-
not be achieved between the rich and technologically advanced West and the
Muslims of the so-called Third World. It must begin in Europe and North
America where Muslims and Christians share the factory workbench, the
school, community center, and even the cemetery.

New and promising beginnings are being made both in Europe and in
North America. Speaking on behalf of the British Council of Churches and
the Conference of Missionary Societies in Great Britain and Ireland, David
Brown observes that "to build relationships with Muslims is a novel experi-
ence for many Christians in Britain today."611 This is true for most Muslims
and Christians anywhere outside the Middle East. But even there, when rela-
tions are cordial and productive, they have been socia-cultural rather than
religious relations. The main obstacle in the way of a meaningful sharing of
spiritual ideals and experiences between Christians and Muslims has been the
exclusive claim to truth on both sides. This has often included the truth that
gives one community the right to the other's life, dignity, and home. It is here
that change is most urgently needed.

Important first steps toward this goal have already been taken. One of
the most significant has been the "Declaration on Non-Christian Religions"
of the Second Vatican Council. This declaration is important because it
speaks for so many Catholic Christians and represents a clear departure from
the church's classical stance with regard to people of other faiths. The ear-
lier attitude is recognized and rejected. A Catholic interpretation of the dec-
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laration states "Catholic missions formerly took an almost purely negative
stand against the world religions. They were seen only from the viewpoint
of conversion. The stand was even stronger in the case of the Muslims who
were considered militant enemies of the Church." Regarding the church's
future attitude, this interpreter goes on: "The activity of God in all religions
is recognized, notwithstanding that the Church was given the fullness of truth
by and in Christ. Moreover, the Church is linked to the Muslims inasmuch
as Muslims honor Jesus and the prophets. "61 To be sure, this is an absolute
minimum. Muslims do much more than merely venerate Jesus, but they do
so not to please the church or show a spirit of ecumenism, but because God
in the Qur'an demands of Muslims to accept all the prophets and messengers
of God who came before Muhammad.62 The declaration is nevertheless
exceedingly important in that it lays a firm foundation, without setting any
limits, for the development of fruitful dialogue between Catholics and Mus-
lims.

With regard to the Jews, the declaration categorically states, "The Jews
were and are God's chosen people. "6.1 That the declaration then goes on to
repudiate anti-Semitism and exonerate the Jews as a people from the guilt of
killing Jesus Christ is a laudable and long-overdue act of redemption of the
church itself from its own human folly. The assertion of divine chosenness of
the Jews, however, carries with it many dangerous political implications. His-
tory has, during the last three decades, proven that this is far from being sim-
ply a theological doctrine.

Islam and even Christ have repudiated any doctrine of chosenness on
the basis of ethnic or racial identity. "Not through your desires," the Qur'an
declares, "nor the desires of the people of the Book; rather whoever does
evil will be punished for it: nor will he find for himself friend or protector
against God. But whoever performs good deeds, be it male or female and
has faith: these shall enter paradise, nor will they be wronged in the least"
(Q. 4: 122 and 123). Christ cautioned his people not to pride themselves on
being children of Abraham, for "God is able from these stones to raise up
children to Abraham" (Matt 3:9). God turns in His mercy toward those who
turn to Him in humility and thanksgiving, whatever their ethnic or religious
identity.

In Christian history, this doctrine of election often led to un-Christian
behavior. Admittedly, Christianity is a universal message. This has often
meant, however, universality of mission but exclusivity of salvation (Acts
4:12). Contemporary Christians have, for the most part, rejected the doc-
trine of extra ecclesiam nulla salus in its narrowest form. Instead, many have
come to accept universal salvation on the basis of a divine cosmic covenant.
But even this idea has not been accepted as the only universal basis of sal-
vation. Rather, "the purpose of calling a special people by God is not for
their salvation and everyone else's damnation, but for their establishment as
a witness people to God so that through them 'all families of the earth will
bless themselves. "'64
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We now know that no religion can claim an exclusive monopoly on sal-
vation and truth. We must accept the fact that our forebears knew far less
about world religions than we know. Hence, we must see our faith in global
perspective as one among many, each having its own spiritual heritage and
civilization. In light of this, no religious community or religio-ethnic group
can claim a special and exclusive mission to humankind.

The problem of today's world is no longer one of disparity of belief or
theological disagreement. It is rather the disparity among nations in wealth
and in technological and industrial development, and the exploitation of the
resources and markets of poor nations by the rich ones. In the Middle East
especially, the incessant strife and warfare is not over God, revelation, Moses,
Jesus, or Muhammad; it is rather over land, oil, and the destiny of peoples.
To be sure, the old religious issues and deep-seated prejudices and hostilities
that they engendered lie at the root of today's conflicts. Yet these issues are
now far easier to resolve than the conflicts arising from them. This fact is
already attested to by the noticeable change in approach and attitude of cur-
rent Islamic scholarship in the West. There is now far greater ohjectivity, sen-
sitivity, and appreciation of Islam among purely academic Western scholars
than among their predecessors, who were mostly civil servants, missionaries,
or both.

People of faith today are one people, regardless of their religious affili-
ation. They are in the same predicament, in a world dominated hy material-
istic and selfish interests. We, all of us, live in the exile of faith in a world torn
by civil strife, competition for power, and demonic ideologies. Diagnosing
this world situation, Sayyid Quth argues that after two world wars, the
world is divided into two power blocs: the communist bloc in the East and
the capitalist in the West. Yet, Quth writes, "This is a superficial division, not
a real one. It is a division over interests not principles. It is a struggle over
goods and markets, not beliefs and ideas. "65

Sayyid Qutb argues further that the materialist basis of hoth ideologies
could lead either of the two blocs either way. What prevents America from
becoming communist is not its belief in God, or communist atheism, but
rather purely economic considerations. The struggle is in reality over world
markets and, Qutb says, "we are these markets." He sees the struggle as one
between Islam and both blocs. The truth, he further asserts, is that all spiri-
tual value systems, Christianity not excluded, reject the materialism of both
the communist and capitalist worlds.

Both Europe and America are, in the view of Sayyid Quth, inevitahly
headed for communism. Because, as the author sees it, Christianity can no
longer playa positive and totally revolutionary role in the real life of today's
world, Islam alone, he is confident, is capable of giving the world a com-
plete system for living. It is a system of worship and prayers, of economics
and commerce, of family and international relations, and of war and peace.

Islam may he able to help humanity in its quest for a way out of its
predicament of destruction and alienation, but only when Muslims live
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equally seriously the piety of their faith and its social, political, ethical, and
economic demands. [n the end, the challenge of Islam as an institutionalized
religion is the inner [slam, or surrender of all things to God. It is the courage
to let God be God in our individual lives, society, and world affairs. This is
a challenge not for Muslims alone but for all the people of God. If domestic
politics and foreign policy in the West could be truly Christianized and the
world of Islam in all its aspects Islamized, then dar aI-Islam could include the
church, and the church would see the entire world as the "mystical body of
Christ." Then will the righteous servant of God and the meek "inherit the
earth" (Q. 21:]05 and Matt 5:5).

Notes

1. St. Cyprian, Letters 1-81, trans. Rose Bernard Donna, The Fathers of the
Church 51 (Washington, D.c:.: Catholic University of America Press, 1964),281-82
(letter #73).

2. St. Cyprian, Treatises, ed. and trans. Roy J. Deferrari, The Fathers of the
Church 36 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1958), "Unity
of the Church," 91.

3. Note, for example, the problems resulting from the Augustinian doctrine of
the damnation of unbaptized children.

4. St. Augustine, The Retractions, trans. Mary Inez Bogan; ed. Roy J. Deferrari,
The Fathers of the Church 60 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America
Press, 1968),52.

5. "Council of Florence (1438-45), 'Decree for the Jacobites,'" in The Church
Teaches: Documents of the Church in English Translations, ed. and trans. John F.
Clarkson, John 11. Edwards, William J. Kelley, and John J. Welch (St. Louis:
B. Herder Book Co., 1955), 78 (#165).

6. "Unam Sanctam" (1302), in The Church Teaches, 73-75 (nos. 153-54).
7. For a comprehensive analysis of this doctrine throughout the history of the

Catholic Church, see Karl Rahner, Theological Investigations, II, trans. Karl-H.
Kruger (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1963).

8. Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters (Albany: State Uni-
versity of New York Press, 1984), 1: 112.

9. For a survey of these movements, see Albert Hourani, Arab Thought in the
Liberal Age, 1798-1939 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962).

10. See Sayyid Qutb, al- 'Adala al-ijtima'iyyah fi ai-Islam (Cairo: al-Babi, 1958),
6-12.

11. Hans Kiing, On Being a Christian, trans. Edward Quinn (New York: Dou-
bleday, 1968), 113.

12. Ibid.
13. See al-Katib al-lsfahani, al-Fath al-Qissi fi al-fath al-Qudsi, ed. Muhammad

Mahmud Subh (Cairo: Dar al-Qawmiyah, 1965),48-53.
14. For a vivid account of the conquest of Jerusalem, see Fulcher of Chartres,

A History of the Expedition to Jerusalem: 1095-1127, trans. Frances Rita Ryan; ed.
Harold S. Fink (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1969).



62 The Need for Dialogue

15. Ibid., 66.
16. Ibid., 112.
17. Muhammad Qutb, Shuhuhat hawl ai-Islam (n.p., 1968), 210.
18. 'Ali ibn Husam ai-Din 'Abd ai-Malik ai-Muttaqi ai-Hindi, Kanz al-'ummal

fi Sunan al-aqwal wa al-af'al, ed. Bakri Hayyani (Beirut: Mu'assasat al-Risalah,
1979),10:579.

19. See Philip K. Hitti, History of the Arahs from the Earliest Times to the Pres-
ent, 10th ed. (London: Macmillan and Co., 1970; 1st ed., 1937), 147-54.

20. Sayyid Qutb, ai-Salam al-'alami wa ai-Islam (n.p., n.d), 129ff.
21. Sayyid Qutb, al- 'Adala al-ijtima'iyyah fi ai-Islam, 10.
22. This pamphlet is an extreme expression of Muslim polemics against the

West. Its author, Jalal al-'Alim, is little known. Its title in Arabic reads Qadat al-
Gharh yaqulun damirru ai-Islam ahidu ahlahu (2nd ed., 1395/1975).

23. Ibid., 25-26.
24. Ibid., 26.
25. Randolph S. Churchill and Winston S. Churchill, The Six Day War (Boston:

Houghton Mifflin, 1967), 190.
26. Jalal al-'Alim, Qadat al-Gharh ("Western Leaders Say... "), 30.
27. I have not been able to establish the identity of this priest. I found this state-

ment in Omar Farrukh and Mustafa Khalidi, al- Tahshir wa al-isti'mar fi al-hilad al-
'Arahiyya, 3rd ed. (Sayda, Lebanon: al-Maktabah al-'Asriyah, 1982),38.

28. Muhammad al-Bahi, al-Fikr al-Islami al-hadith wa silatuhu hi al-isti'mar
al-Gharhi (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1970).

29. Ibid., 31.
30. See Annamarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: Uni-

versity of North Carolina Press, 1975),64-70.
31. Farrukh and Khalidi, al- Tahshir.
32. Ibid., 6.
33. Ibid., 11.
34. Ibid., 34.
35. Ibid., 34-35.
36. Ibid., 35.
37. The book in question is Recherche de la vraie religion, by E. Cauly (Paris:

C. Poussielgue, 1898 and reprints). See Farrukh and Khalidi, al- Tabshir, 72-73.
38. For a discussion of this problem, see Farrukh and Khalidi, al- Tabshir, 179-

82.
39. The Arabic title of this book is Ajnihat al-makr al-thalatha wa khawafiha.

The author is 'Abd aI-Rahman Habannakah al-Midani, a well-known Syrian educa-
tor (Damascus and Beirut: Dar al-Qalam, 1395/1971).

40. Ibid., 119.
41. Ibid., 121-27.
42. Anwar al-Jundi, Mawsu'ah al-Islamiyah al- 'Arahiyah, 1st cd. (Beirut: Dar

al-Kitab al-Lubnani, 1974), vol. 3, which is used in this study, is entitled Islam wa al-
da'awat al-haddamah, literally, "destructive ideological influences."

43. Ibid., 245; see also 243-45
44. Ibid., 245.
45. Ibid., 254.
46. W. H. T. Gairdner, The Reproach of Islam (London: Student Volunteer Mis-

sionary Union, 1909),267.



Roots of Muslim-Christian Conflict 63

47. Ibid., 269.
48. Ibid., 255.
49. Ibid., 255-66.
50. Ibid., 31 O-Il.
51. Ibid., 313.
52. Ibid.,318.
53. Laurence E. Browne, Prospects of Islam (London: SCM, 1944); see chap. 8.
54. Ibid., 117-19.
55. Hendrik Kraemer, The Christian Message in a Non-Christian World (Grand

Rapids: Kregcll, 1963 [1st ed., 1938 I), 220.
56. Ibid., 220.
57. Ibid., 221.
58. Ibid., 223.
59. Ibid., 353.
60. David Brown, A New Threshold: Guidelines for the Churches in Their Rela-

tions with Muslim Communities (London: British Council of Churches, 1976),4.
61. "Declaration on Non-Christian Religions," in Mario Von Galli, The Coun-

cil and the Future (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966),297-98.
62. See, for example, Q. 2:285.
63. "Declaration on Non-Christian Religions," 298.
64. John Carman and Donald Dawe, eds., Christian Faith in a Religiously Plural

World (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1978), 19. See also Gen 12:3.
65. Sayyid Qutb, al-'Adala al-ijtima'iyyah, 285.



5

Christian-Muslim Dialogue

Goals and Obstacles

Christianity may have come to Arabia with St. Paul when he retired to the
desert east of the Jordan River for several mysterious years. From the Syrian
desert, Christianity was carried into South Arabia, perhaps by wandering
monks, where it played a significant role in the rise of a rich civilization.
From there, Christianity came to northern Arabia, where it helped prepare
the moral and spiritual grounds for Islam.

From its inception, Islam grew in an environment permeated with East-
ern Christian spiritual and moral values. It is likely that it was to this spiri-
tual heritage of Eastern Christianity that the Prophet Muhammad referred
when he declared, "I sense the breath of the All-merciful (nafas ai-Rahman)
from the Yaman." The breath of the All-merciful is the divine spirit of holi-
ness which Jesus manifested as the victorious savior over demonic powers.
Thus, the Christianity that the Qur'an extols is not the official Christianity
of Rome and Byzantium with its elaborate theology but the popular piety of
desert monks who carried on the work of healing and purification that Jesus
began during his earthly sojourn.

The Qur'an speaks tenderly of the spirituality of the humble monks and
learned priests of the Christians, " ... for there are among them monks and
learned priests, and they are not proud" (Q. 5:82). The Qur'anic passage
just cited goes on to make two significant assertions, which can still serve as
a good motivation for constructive dialogue between the two faith commu-
nities. The first is that the Christians are the nearest people in amity to the
Muslims. The second is that Christian monks and learned priests recognize
the truth when they hear it and shed tears of humble gratitude for God's
guidance. Furthermore, like the people of faith among the Muslims, these
humble monks and learned priests covet God's grace and pray that they be
accounted among the witnesses to God's oneness and guidance to the truth.
Therefore, dialogue between them ought to be a dynamic and creative
engagement among friends, not enemies, to which the Qur'an (3:64) invites
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the people of the Book. Even when the Qur'an reproaches the Christians for
their deification of Jesus, it considers this to be extremism (ghuluw) in their
religion rather than outright kurr, or rejection of faith. It then affirms, as the
Christians do, the absolute truth that "God is One" (Q. 4:171).

There is, however, another side to this positive Qur'anic view of the
Christians and particularly with regard to their status in the Islamic state. The
Qur'an is not only a book of moral and pious precepts but is also the pri-
mary source of the sacred law (sharl'ah) of God, which must guide the Mus-
lim ummah and regulate its relations to other faith communities. The Qur'an
did not legislate the jizyah poll tax for the people of the Book in return for
protection or exemption from military service alone, nor was it simply meant
to buy Jewish and Christian subjects security and safe conduct in dar al-
Islam, as many Muslims have apologetically argued. Rather, it was to hum-
ble them because of their lack of faith in God, failure to follow the true
religion, and failure to consider unlawful what God and His Messenger had
made unlawful. Either the veracity of these accusations must be deemed
impossible for anyone but God alone to judge, or the verse is meant to pun-
ish the people of the Book only because they refuse to embtace Islam.

I believe that this difficult verse of the Qur'an (9:29) presents an ideal of
faith and piety that only God can judge. But on a practical level, it seeks to
regulate the socio-political and economic relations of Jewish and Christian
subjects to the Islamic state. This is the reason why the jizyah law that this
verse legislates was for a long time legally considered and applied by Mus-
lim jurists and rulers alike, with little attention to its moral and theological
implications. Since, however, the verse in question cannot be implemented in
contemporary Muslim nation states, where citizenship rather than religious
affiliation is supposed to determine the equal rights and responsibilities of all
citizens, it has been employed as an effective anti-Christian polemical tool by
Islamist ideologues. Be that as it may, the language of this verse rendered the
Qur'anic attitude to the people of the Book, and particularly the Christians,
an ambivalent one, to say the least. This set the stage for an even greater
ambivalence in subsequent Muslim history, and hence for the conflicts and
hostilities that have tainted Christian-Muslim relations forever after.

Immediate and Long-term Goals

Christianity and Islam are both universal faiths meant not for any particu-
lar race or ethnicity but for all of humanity. This important principle encap-
sulates the goals and opportunities for constructive dialogue as well as the
obstacles that make it difficult, if not virtually impossible, to achieve. Both
traditions recognize God's love for all of humankind and His providential
acts in human history, but both claim to be God's final message of salvation
and eternal bliss for the world. Thus, in spite of the call for tolerance and
respect toward the people of the Book, which the Qur'an frequently makes,
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Muslims have generally condemned Christians as polytheists. Since Islam
came after Christianity and challenged some of its fundamental doctrines,
Christians have likewise often condemned Islam as a religion inspired by the
devil, and Muslims as barbaric people without any moral or spiritual values.

The most urgent goal toward which both communities ought to strive is,
therefore, the mutual acceptance of the legitimacy and authenticity of the
religious tradition of the other as a divinely inspired faith. This fundamen-
tal requirement for honest and constructive dialogue remains an ideal hope,
not a reality. This is because the most that Muslim-Christian dialogue has so
far been able to achieve is the formal recognition of the common Abrahamic
ancestry of the two faiths, and hence their historical and theological kinship.
This is not to deny the immense significance of this recognition as a positive
step toward a true existential acceptance of the faith of the other, but more
is needed if dialogue is to progress beyond mere formal courtesy or polite
indifference.

Despite its urgency, the need for mutual recognition and acceptance is a
long-term goal that should always guide our efforts towards fruitful spiritual,
moral, theological, and social dialogue. Mutual acceptance must not stop at
recognizing, and even accepting, the existence of the other as a fellow human
being and a good neighbor. Rather, Muslims and Christians must accept each
other as friends and partners in the quest for social and political justice, the-
ological harmony, and spiritual progress on the way to God, who is their
ultimate goal.

This noble effort demands the genuine and sincere respect of the faith of
the other, including their beliefs, ethical principles, social values, and politi-
cal aspirations. This ought to be the second goal of Christian-Muslim
dialogue. Within this framework of mutual respect and acceptance, interre-
ligious dialogue can develop into a genuine and creative intercultural
dialogue. In fact, without meaningful intercultural dialogue, mutual under-
standing and respect are not possible.

A third goal is the acceptance by both Christians and Muslims of the
other as an equal partner-and not an opponent-in dialogue. This equality
should be equality in humanity and dignity, and equality in the claim for reli-
gious authenticity. In all its aspects, this implies the admission by the faithful
of both communities that both Christianity and Islam have in themselves the
moral and spiritual resources to guide their followers to the way of salvation.

Christ taught us all to seek the truth, and that the truth shall set us free.
The Qur'an teaches that the truth is God. Therefore, freedom in the truth is
freedom in God, which is the freedom of faith. Within this freedom in God,
Muslims and Christians can and should freely share their faith experiences
with each other, but without making this an occasion for da'wah or mission.

Another important goal is to let the two traditions speak for themselves,
that is, to represent themselves in dialogue. This means for Christians and
Muslims not to engage in dialogical activities on the basis of what they think
they know or understand of what the religion of the other is all about. In
other words, they should not remake the other in their own image, as a pre-
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condition for acceptance. Rather, they should listen and learn before they
venture into the sacred precincts of each other's faith.

More practically speaking, Muslims must not seek to explain Christi-
anity solely on the basis of what the Qur'an and subsequent Islamic tradition
have said about it but should seek to understand Christianity from its own
sources and on its own terms. Similarly, Christians must not interpret Islam,
especially its sacred scripture, in accordance with their own understanding
of the divine economy of salvation, however enlightened and universally
attractive such a divine schema may be, but should take seriously the Islamic
worldview and its divine plan for the attainment of forgiveness, salvation,
and bliss in the hereafter.

A final goal is to strive for absolute fairness and objectivity in drawing
any comparisons between the two traditions. Several guidelines must be
strictly observed in this regard. The first is that the ideals of the two tradi-
tions should be compared with ideals and the realities with realities. Second,
all attempts at scoring points for one tradition over the other by contrasting
the good things in it with the bad things in the other must be strictly avoided.
Rather, the good should be compared with the good and the bad with the
bad. Conversely, the misbehavior of the followers of one tradition at any
given point of its history must not be covered up or excused by wrongly
imputing similar behavior to the followers of the other. Nor should such mis-
behavior be dismissed or excused on the grounds of human sinfulness or
frailty.

Third, the scriptures or traditions of one religion should not be used as
criteria to judge the truth or errors of the other. Islam and Christianity have
their distinct worldviews that must guide and inform Muslim-Christian dia-
logue on all levels.

Types of Dialogue

Christianity and Islam are two world religions whose adherents comprise
over half of the world's population. While the oikomene, or Christian realm,
and dar aI-Islam, Muslim realm, were limited historically to specific geo-
graphical areas of the world, both realms have geographically and politically
long since disappeared. Now the sphere or abode of Islam is the homes and
hearts of the people of the ummah. Similarly, the house of the Christian faith
is the church and the hearts and minds of its members.

Millions of Muslims are now citizens of Western Christian countries and
many Muslim countries have an equal number of Christian citizens. In the
West in particular, Islam is no longer the religion of strangers, but the reli-
gion of next-door neighbors. Muslims share with Christians the neighbor-
hood, school, workplace, hospital ward, and even burial ground. They share
all the moral and social problems as well as the amenities of modern urban
living. They also share the sacred space of their houses of worship-the
churches and mosques, where meaningful and sustained dialogue is nurtured.
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The most concrete, widespread, and basic type of dialogue is the dia-
logue of life. It is the dialogue of concerned neighbors with their adjacent
churches and mosques, who work together and live on the same street. This
type of dialogue is concerned with issues of social justice, pollution prob-
lems, and teenage children in mixed public schools with their problems of sex
and drugs and a host of other issues. Here the common Abrahamic prophetic
moral and spiritual heritage can help the children of all three families of
Abraham to come together to face the problems of the modern world.
Through their synagogues, churches, and mosques they should strive
together for the common good of society.

The dialogue of life is the active concern of citizens with the problems
of life together in one free and democratic country. One of the most impor-
tant changes in the Muslim ummah is the rise of the nation-state. The mod-
ern state has both strengthened the bond of faith and also fragmented the
ummah. Thanks to the nation-state model, the ummah can now, more than
ever before, transcend all ethnic, cultural, geographical, and national bound-
aries. Moreover, where Muslims live as minorities in developed Western
countries, they are far more free to experiment with new ideas and actions
than their confreres in their countries of origin. Thus, they can help the
ummah find its rightful place in the modern world.

A second type of dialogue is the dialogue of beliefs, theological doctrines,
and philosophical ideas. This type tends to be restricted to the academy. It is
often technical and abstract. For these and other reasons, it is often avoided.
It is nonetheless vitally important, as it engages the minds and hearts of the
people of faith of both traditions in their common search for the truth.

Another type of dialogue may be euphemistically called the dialogue of
witnessing to one's faith. It, however, often becomes an invitation to con-
version through methods of da'wah and mission. Here the name dialogue is
used to cover up a nondialogical agenda. However well-intentioned partici-
pants in such dialogue may be, their ultimate aim is not to understand and
accept the other but to absorb and assimilate them.

A final type is what I wish to call the dialogue of faith. It uses the ideas
and methods of the second type but on a deeper and more personal level. Its
aim is to deepen the faith of Muslim and Christian women and men by shar-
ing the personal faith of the other. The ultimate purpose of this dialogue is
to create a fellowship of faith among the followers of Islam and Christian-
ity. This goal may be achieved by sharing one's faith with the other through
worship, spiritual exercises, and the existential struggle in God. The Qur'an
promises those who strive in God that He will guide them to His ways. His
ways are the "ways of peace" (Q. 29:69 and Q. 5:16).

Insurmountable Obstacles?

It was observed above that all that Muslim-Christian dialogue has so far
achieved is the recognition of the Abrahamic roots of the faith of the two
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communities. This recognition has, since the last quarter of the twentieth
century, led to genuine appreciation of the commitment of Muslims to their
faith by many liberal Christians and equal admiration of Christian charity
and openness by liberal Muslims. It may be thus argued that Christians have
come to accept Muslims as people of faith but are not so far able to accept
Islam as an authentic post-Christian religious tradition. Muslims have con-
versely from the beginning accepted Christianity as a revealed faith, but have
been unable to accept the Christians and their faith in the triune God, the
church as a source of guidance, and the books of the New Testament as
authentic scriptures.

Here the problem lies in our inability to accept each other's faiths on
their own terms. Muslims have acknowledged an Islamized Christianity and
Christians have often Christianized Islam. Thus, with all good intentions,
both communities have sought to negate, or at least neutralize, the individ-
uality and integrity of the faith of the other in order to find room for it in
their own tradition and worldview.

The main obstacle to true Christian-Muslim dialogue on both sides is, I
believe, their unwillingness to truly admit that God's love and providence
extend equally to all human beings, regardless of religious identity. This is
tantamount to denying that God could and in fact did reveal His will in
Hebrew, Greek, Arabic, and in every sacred language of the world. There-
fore, the ultimate goal of all interfaith dialogue ought to be the ability of all
women and men of faith to listen to and obey the voice of God as it speaks
to all communities through their own faith traditions and humbly listen to
the same voice speaking to each individual through her own faith tradition:

To everyone of you We have appointed a way and a course to fol-
low, for had God so willed, He would have made you all one single
community. Rather He would test you by means of that which He
had bestowed upon you, who of you is of better deeds. Vie therefore
with one another in works of righteousness. For, to God shall be
your return and He will inform you of all that in which you had dif-
fered. (Q. 5:4S)

Beloved, we are God's children now; it does not yet appear what we
shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for
we shall see him as he is. (1 John 3:2)
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A Muslim Appreciation
of Christian Holiness

Holiness (is) "the state or character a thing has by being set apart and spe-
cially dedicated to God and His service." 1

Holiness is not, therefore, an inherent quality in a person or thing, but
an acquired state or character. The attainment of this state has constituted
one of the most important quests in the religious history of humankind. The
ways of attaining a life or state of holiness show a remarkable similarity
among the Semitic religious traditions. Thus, to offer a meaningful and gen-
uine "Muslim" critique of this concept or quest in Christianity would, to
say the least, be presumptuous. Islam and Christianity share a common
moral and spiritual heritage which places their respective communities of
faith in closely analogous positions of moral and existential responsibility
before God's demand "be holy as I the Lord your God am holy" (Lev 19:2).
I see my task, therefore, and indeed the task of all of us gathered here in this
holy city, as not to criticize, but to understand; not to judge, but to listen to
the voice of God calling us to dedicate our lives and talents to His service.

The Basis of Holiness in Christianity

The concept of holiness in Christianity has its basis in the Hebrew Bible and
the first Christian church, in which the New Testament was formed. Holi-
ness, for both the ancient Hebrew society of the biblical age and the early
church was conceived in two important spheres. These were moral and cul-
tic, or the life of the individual within a community of faith and worship in
all its aspects. The source and model of holiness for both the individual and
society are God, who alone is absolutely holy. God's holiness is His absolute
transcendence, or otherness. It is also His absolute power and majesty which
fascinate and frighten us. This numinous quality of God, to use Otto's
famous term,2 could also be manifested to a much lesser degree in objects,
places, and people.

Previously published in lslamochristiana 11 (1985): 91-98. Reprinted by permission.
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The culric, or ritualistic, dimension of holiness becomes the basis of a
moral order reflecting the moral, or relational dimension of God's holiness
to human society. Nowhere are these two dimensions presented with as
great a harmony and dramatic power as in the Temple vision of the prophet
Isaiah (Isaiah 6). This marvelous and awesome theophany was not a mere
manifestation of irrational or dread-inspiring majesty but also a sanctifying
call to service. Only after the prophet's lips were touched by the divine fire,
and thus made clean, could he go forth and speak on behalf of God to the
people.

Yet in the Hebrew Bible, or the Old Testament, we see a great tension
between cultic holiness and moral sanctity. This tension is vividly presented
by prophets like Amos, Jeremiah, Hosea, and others (e.g., Amos 5:21ff.).
After the fall of the Temple, culric holiness assumed a rigidly legalistic char-
acter. Rabbinic Judaism, which developed as an answer to the disappearance
of the Temple ritual, was clearly responsible for this shift. This important
change, however, had little if any effect on the early church, and need not
detain us here.

At the Center of Christian Holiness:
Baptism and Eucharist

The Christian church regarded itself from the beginning as "the commun-
ion of saints," a fellowship of the faithful, made holy through faith in
Christ.' Holiness in the church is redemption from sin. This redemption has
been concretized and interiorized by the faithful in the sacraments, chief
among which were those of baptism and the eucharist, or the mass. These
two sacraments, however, have important moral implications without which
they become empty mechanical rituals. It may be best for the sake of greater
clarity and coherence that the rest of this discussion be centered around
these two important elements of holiness in the life of the Christian indi-
vidual and community. Because the mass, however, consists of the eucharist
and the liturgical hymns or prayers, we shall discuss these two elements sep-
arately.

Baptism as a Sign of Sanctification

Baptism was an ancient rite of purification and initiation practiced in many
widely diverse religious communities.4 It was taken over by Christians from
Judaism and transformed into a sign of sanctification and salvation. It sig-
nifies a new identity, initiation, or birth into a new community and a new life
of holiness.s Baptism meant for the early church, and especially for St. Paul,
freedom from the Law, or the "old covenant."

The early church did not, in our view, theologize baptism, so as to reduce
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it to a rigid and narrow rite subject to specific rules and regulations with
regard both to its efficacy and performance. It was, rather, freely performed
on all those who accepted the new faith and joined its community, regard-
less of age." Soon, however, baptism went beyond its symbolic and ritualis-
tic significance and was seen as a necessary condition for salvation.
Theologizing what was a dynamic sign of faith and purification inevitably led
to the unfortunate practice of fetus baptism with all the suffering, both phys-
ical and emotional, that this entailed.? Since the Reformation, furthermore,
the question of the age at which this rite is to be administered led to more
conflict, persecution, and even bloodshed.

Eucharist as a Ritual of Sanctification

The eucharist likewise was an ancient meal of fellowship and initiation. It is
a transformation of the ancient Hebrew ritual of the Passover; both rituals
are expressions of thanks to God for His salvation. But while the Passover
was a feast of thanksgiving for deliverance from Egypt, the eucharist is a
memorial feast of thanksgiving for the deliverance from sin. Like baptism, it
was meant to be a symbolic act of renewal or reaffirmation of faith in God's
salvific love.

When the eucharist was sometimes reduced to violent theological con-
troversy, it too lost its sanctifying power and became a badge of identity, or
membership in one or another Christian church or denomination. The the-
ology of transuhstantiation, whatever its dogmatic significance may have
heen, deprived this rite of its sacramental character and reduced it to a quasi-
cannibalistic doctrine. R

Another important development in the theology of the eucharist in the
Middle Ages was withholding the cup from the laity.9 This practice resulted
in making both the bread and wine, which was an actual meal that the Lord
shared with his disciples, too sacred for anyone but the priest to touch. All
this finally led to the eucharist losing its character as "a feast of thanksgiv-
ing," as the hread was reduced to a little sacred wafer and the cup to a mys-
tery hidden from the faithful for whom it was instituted. It had become a
ritual subject to theological and ecclesiastical rules, rather than the fellow-
ship meal of the early church.

This is not to deny, of course, the profound meaning of the eucharist to
Christian faith and holiness, but to argue for the restoration of this meaning
for Christians today. This fact has been clearly recognized by the Second Vat-
ican Council in its recommendations toward a new understanding of the
mass. The faithful, the council recommended, should be not mere spectators
at God's holy banquet but full participants.lo

God's holiness is an expression of God's transcendence and absolute
otherness. Human heings can share most effectively in divine holiness or
transcendence through the fellowship of prayer. The liturgical prayers of
the mass become a link between ephemeral humanity and the Transcendent.
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The mass is essentially a ritual of sanctification. The significance of the mass
as a form of prayer is in its structure as a dramatic re-enactment of a redemp-
tive moment. Yet should the mass be repeated as sacred words and acts or
should it not be a personal prayer of sanctification and affirmation of the
ultimate gift of grace?

Mystery, Dogma, and Piety in Western Christianity

The element of mystery is necessary because God is the ultimate mystery. Yet
prayer, be it the mass or the ~alah, must be an act of worship, thanksgiving,
and supplication. Prayers become means of purification and sanctification
because God's word becomes our word. We pray to Him and through Him
with His own words, "Lord, grant us peace."

Reference has already been made to the tension in the church between
dogma and piety and between symbolic and literal meaning. This tension led
different people in the church in different ways, depending on their religious
temperament. Sacramental theology led in the West to medieval scholasti-
cism, which, while helping to safeguard the basic creed of Christianity from
error, nonetheless resulted in an arid legalism that often sti fled the spirit of
the sacraments.

The culmination of this process was the rationalism of the Reformation.
Protestantism has often reduced Christian holiness to biblicism or a shallow
liberalism. The result has been not a living faith but rational and emotional
systems.

It is not fortuitous that the Reformation has not produced a true mysti-
cal tradition with its particular spiritual discipline and philosophical out-
look. Holiness is a divine gift of grace mediated by the people of God. The
lack of a mystical tradition in Protestantism may be due to the fact that there
are no saints to mediate this gift of sanctifying grace to the people. It is for
this reason that so many young Christians who are earnestly seeking have
been obliged to look outside their churches for spiritual guidance.

Holiness as a quest in Christianity has been the obverse sidc of sin. This
is clearly manifested in yet another sacrament, the sacramcnt of penance,
which depicts both sin and its expiation. The value of penancc, confession,
and absolution and their abuse have been always recognized in the church,
as they have been in different ways also recognized by other spiritual tradi-
tions and associations. But in a cosmic sense the obverse of sin is redemption.
Yet redemption has remained in the church a perceptual process in history
rather than a conceptual theological doctrine. Still, theories of redcmption
have often led to legalistic theological constructs antithetica I to the spirit of
redemption as a manifestation of God's mercy and love. This legalistic
approach is typified by the theology of merit of St. Anselm, Luther's under-
standing of the Pauline doctrine of salvation by faith, and Calvin's theology
of predestination.
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Mystical Theology of Deification in Eastern Christianity

The other major trend in the Christian understanding of redemption has
been the mystical theology of deification in Orthodox and Eastern Christi-
anity. The mystical theology of Orthodox Christianity has been largely
enshrined in the liturgy. It has thus become a veritable source of holiness and
spiritual nourishment. It seeks to sanctify human beings through the love of
God, for Christ assumed humanity in order that human beings may become
like him, "As we shall see Him face to face" (1 John 3:2). Christ is philan-
thropos, a lover of humankind; and through this love, men and women
become true lovers of God.

It is my conviction that Christianity began to lose its power of sanctifi-
cation as it lost its Eastern home and character. It was in this Eastern piety
and spiritual dynamism of the holy desert fathers that Islam was born and
nourished. It was not dogma but holiness, victory against the demonic spir-
its of uncleanness, which spoke to the needs of men and women. We dismiss
as a bit of Eastern superstition that Jesus cast out unclean spirits. Yet it was
this piety of healing and sanctification, whose ultimate source Jesus was, that
played an important role in the life of the society of the ancient Near East,
and that can once again rejuvenate the materialistic society of our world
today.

God's Holiness and the Sanctification of Human Beings

Holiness is liberation, and if we seek earnestly to know the truth, the truth
shall set us free (John 8:32). The Truth, or al-~aqq, is God. Thus, to know
the truth is to know God. But to know God truly is to walk in His ways, the
ways of peace, holiness, and righteousness. To know God is to participate in
His holiness through prayer, enjoining the good and dissuading from evil,
sharing God's merciful gifts with the needy and seeking the pleasure of God
and His mercy.

It may be argued that the worldview of the ancients, with its demonic
forces, sacred places and objects which baffled their innocent minds, is no
longer tenable in a world dominated by science and technology. This may be
so, but the ancients had a better sense of what was good and wholesome, and
therefore holy, and what was evil and unsalutary, and therefore impure and
unholy, than we now have.

The divine agency of sanctification through guidance and healing, which
Christians know as the Holy Spirit and which Muslims know as God's guid-
ance, huda" is not affected by our science and technology. On the contrary,
unless our science and technology are guided by this divine agency, and thus
sanctified by being dedicated to the service of God in His world, then the
dreaded conflagration of a nuclear war becomes inevitable.

The three greatest evils of the human soul are self-centeredness-
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individual, national, international-arrogance, and greed. The sin of regard-
ing man as the measure of all things is as old as humanity itself. Since the
Renaissance, this sin has taken on forms of ideology-nationalism, Marxism,
and humanism. This self-centeredness leaves no room for God in our lives.
This is because no man can serve two masters, whether these be the nation,
the flag, or material wealth, and God.

Muslim Point of View: Holiness or Righteousness?

It is instructive that the Qur'an uses the term holy (quddus) only of God (Q.
59:23). When it speaks of the Sacred House of Jerusalem or the Holy Land,
it does so by way of reporting an alien usage. This is not to say that the
Qur'an has no concept of holiness; rather, it calls it by different names. A
holy life is one that is guided by God to the straight way, a balanced course
between the extremes of each facet of human life (Q. ]:6 and 2:143). A holy
person is one who enjoins the good and dissuades from evil. A person who
purifies him- or herself by prayers, almsgiving, and other works of righ-
teousness is a holy person. Likewise, holy things are the wholesome or good
things, al-.tayyibat, and those things that are unholy are al-~abai.t. the filthy
or unclean things.

It is also significant that Islam has no saints as such. The wall is not a
qiddls, the term used by Arabic-speaking Christians for saint. A walT is rather
one who accepts God as his/her only ally or patron; such a person is a friend
of God. It is more analogous to the "man of God" of the Old Testament
than to the saint of the Catholic Church. This means that all human beings
and things are essentially holy, and that all that is needed to recover this orig-
inal state of sanctity in which God created all things is to strive to live a holy
life before God. This means that life itself can be sanctified by good works,
good thoughts, and relations.

Finally, Islam has no sacraments because life must altogether be sacra-
mental in the service ('ibadah) of God. The acts of worship, or 'ibadat, are
at the same time acts of sanctification. Those which are obligatory ((ara'iq)
are meant to provide the necessary discipline of holiness. Yet without good
works and devotional acts of worship, (ara'iq become mere mechanical acts
with little meaning.

Conclusion

I offer these contrasts between Islam and Christianity not in order to score
points for either of the two faiths but to suggest that perhaps the Qur'anic
vocabulary may help us all in reformulating ancient truths in a more under-
standable language. Muslims have much to learn from the Christian under-
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standing of God's work through the Holy Spirit, the spirit of revivification,
guidance, and sanctification. Nor is this term holy (quddus) foreign to the
Qur'an. It is rather significant that commentators have not agreed on the
identity and meaning of this term.12

I must also stress in conclusion that I am aware that my criticisms of
some Christian later views and implementations of holiness are too simplis-
tic. I offer them, however, in the hope that they will stimulate a dialogue of
love, faith, and goodwill between the people of faith of our two communi-
ties. The promise of God through Christ is for us all, a challenge and a con-
solation: "Blessed are the pure in heart (those who are holy), for they shall
see God" (Matt 5:8).
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Martyrdom in Christianity and Islam

One of the most important marks of a person's faith or commitment to a
religious ideology is his readiness to defend that faith with life itself if nec-
essary. Examples of such heroic sacrifice or martyrdom abound in both
ancient and contemporary society. In ancient times, the heroic indifference of
such men as the Stoic philosopher Epictetus to torture and death in the affir-
mation of a noble ideal earned them the honor of martyrdom; their exam-
ple and ideal of total indifference to passions and worldly life provided a
model for early Christian martyrs. In our own time, such figures as Che
Guevara and his legendary comrade, Tania, have been regarded as martyrs
and even saints by some Catholic leftist priests. Martyrdom has been one of
the most powerful instruments in the establishment and propagation of a
faith or ideology, and hence of a new social order.

In this essay I shall examine the philosophy of martyrdom and the role
of martyrs in Christianity and Islam. I shall first consider this phenomenon
in each of the two traditions separately, and then briefly discuss similarities
and differences of concepts and attitudes toward the martyr in the two com-
munities. My aim is essentially to appreciate the contribution that this phe-
nomenon has made to the religio-political situation of today's world.

The term martyr as used in the New Testament means "witness." A mar-
tyr is a witness not to an idea but to an event, to the faith in the crucified and
risen Christ. Thus the author of 1 John writes, " ... that which we have seen
with our eyes, which we have looked upon and touched with our hands ...
we proclaim also to you ... " (1 John 1:1).1 The first Christian martyr,
Stephen, is reported to have seen the heavens open and the Son of God seated
on the right hand of God (Acts 7:55-56). Neither in the Old nor the New Tes-
tament, however, do we see any significant development of the concept
beyond an almost juridical meaning of witness.

In biblical and postbiblical Judaism, martyrdom was considered to be an
individual work of piety and resistance to evil. The cases of the woman and
her seven sons in 4 Maccabees (8:3ff.) and the three young men in Daniel
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and Judaism, ed. Richard T. Antoun and Mary Elaine Hegland (New York: Syracuse University
Press, 1987),67-77. Reprinted by permission.
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(chap. 3) have survived as powerful symbols in the liturgy and hagiography
of the church. The aim of martyrdom in Judaism was essentially to perfect
the victim and edify the people. Since martyrdom, as a religious and moral
concept, can best develop within an eschatological framework, it is signifi-
cant that in Judaism this concept appears only in late biblical and apocryphal
writings in an eschatological context. The early church fell heir to both Jew-
ish eschatology and its moral implications.

In Acts 22:20, St. Paul acknowledges his role in the martyrdom of early
Christians, "when the blood of Thy servant Stephen was shed."2 The book
of Revelation, the apocalypse of the early church, presents a vivid image of
the martyrs: ") saw the woman drunk with the blood ... of the martyrs"
(Rev 17:6).'

During the apostolic age, the concept of martyrdom took on new mean-
ing as the number of martyrs increased and their memory lived on. Yet the
two elements of witnessing to one's faith and stoic indifference to pain con-
tinued to dominate the thinking of the early church. Thus we read in
1 Clement 5:4-7 (written about 96 C.E.):

Peter, who because of unrighteous jealousy suffered not one or two
but many trials, and having thus given his testimony went to the
glorious place which was his due. Through jealousy and strife Paul
showed the way to the prize of endurance; seven times he was in
bonds, he was exiled, he was stoned, he was a herald both in the
East and in the West, he gained the noble fame of his faith, he taught
righteousness to all the world, and when he had reached the limits
of the West he gave his testimony before the rulers, and thus passed
from the world and was taken up into the Holy Place-the greatest
example of endurance.4

One of the earliest and most eager martyrs of the church was Ignatius,
bishop of Antioch, who died in 108 C.E. For Ignatius, the martyr was "he
who imitated Christ in His sufferings" (Rom 6:3).5 He therefore used the
term in the sense of disciple rather than of witness. His view was fully theo-
logical, and he insisted on bodily suffering as a proof that Christ, the cruci-
fied Son of God, was clothed in a real body. Ignatius wished his own body
to be crushed between the teeth of wild beasts, to become a perfect loaf for
Christ, whose own body is represented in the bread and wine of the
eucharist, which was regarded by Ignatius as "the medicine of immortality"
(Ignatius Ephesians 20:2).

In the account of the martyrdom of Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, writ-
ten about 155 CE., witnessing in faith to the humanity and suffering of the
Son of God was fully developed as a concept.6 In the Leonine letters of about
170 CL, the term martyr signified persecution leading to the shedding of
blood for Christ. Here, the example of Stephen, who saw (witnessed) the
glorified Christ before his death, was used as a proof case. The letters vehe-



82 Critical Theological and Juridical Issues

mently protest the use of the epithet martyrs for confessors who endured
persecution but did not seal their testimony with their blood.! In The Shep-
herd of Hermas, this imitator of Christ through martyrdom earns the mar-
tyr's salvation and a share in the glory of Christ. "Those who suffered for the
name of the Son of God are glorious. All their sins have been taken away."x
The martyrs are also pictured as sitting on thrones with crowns on their
heads, with Christ engaged in judging the world.~ Such glory belongs only to
those who have suffered stripes, imprisonment, crucifixion, and wild beasts
for Christ's name, insists the author of The Shepherd of Hermas.

A rich and elaborate cultus evolved out of this great regard for martyr-
dom and the veneration accorded martyrs. We can discuss only the begin-
nings of this cultus, and some of its salient features. Apparently, the
authorities responsible for the execution by burning of Polycarp sought to
prevent the Christians from gathering his remains, which, they feared, would
be venerated more than Christ. The faithful protested this accusation vehe-
mently, arguing that the veneration accorded to martyrs for their sacrifice is
not the same as worship, which belongs to God alone. The classic difference
here stated and greatly elaborated in the Eastern Church is between the
honor of veneration and worship. The parishioners of the bishop did gather
the bones of the saint for burial, considering them "to be more valuable than
precious stones and finer than refined gold .... [They I laid them in a suit-
able place. There the Lord will permit us [they said] ... to gather together
in joy and gladness and to celebrate the day of his martyrdom as a birthday,
in memory of those athletes who have gone before .... " 10 The" birthday of
the martyr" as an annual memorial was a Christian adaptation of a pagan
custom that played a crucial role in the growth of the cult of martyrs. I I

Others among the early church fathers advocated great veneration for
martyrs, whom they considered to be the treasures of the church. Martyrdom
was considered to be a second baptism, a baptism of blood, granting the
martyr immediate remission of sin and entry into paradise. Martyrs who
were imprisoned awaiting death, their families, and even the towns in which
they resided were held in a high honor. Those who remained steadfast
through imprisonment and torture (although escaping death) gained posi-
tions among the elite of society. This honor gave them the privilege of epis-
copal office. 12

From an early period, martyrs who were imprisoned were asked to pray
for the health, well-being, and salvation of the pious. It was a natural
development that such requests for prayers came to be renewed after the
martyr's death. This controversial point no doubt led to an even greater ten-
sion between worship of the dead-a common practice in pre-Christian
pagan society-and the veneration of martyrs. The cult of martyrs with its
relics and shrines became an object of scorn in the Protestant Reformation;
as a result the Catholic Church was forced to define its theology of martyr-
dom again and again. In the words of the Council of Trent, which met in part
to answer the criticisms of the Reformation: "The holy bodies of holy mar-
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tyrs, and of others now living with Christ-which bodies were the living
members of Christ and the temple of the Holy Ghost (1 Cor 3:16), and which
are by Him to be raised unto eternal life, and to be glorified-are to be ven-
erated by the faithful through which bodies many benefits are bestowed by
God on men." U

While in Christianity a rich cultus arose around the shrines and relics of
the martyrs, in Islam this phenomenon remained limited to Shi'i Islam, and
even there took a different form and meaning. This "friend of God" or saint
in Islam, whose shrine became a place of pilgrimage for the pious, was not
required to be a martyr. In fact, the Prophet recommended that, whenever
possible, martyrs should be buried at the spot where they fell in battle.14 To
my knowledge, there are no shrines in the Muslim world specifically erected
as memorials for martyrs except those of the Shi'a imams in Iraq and Iran.
Yet even here the imam's role is far greater than simply that of martyr.

The word shah! d (witness), with its derivatives, occurs over fifty times
in the Qur'an. In most of these references, the emphasis is on its linguistic
meaning and usage as witness here on earth to the Oneness of God, the apos-
tleship of Muhammad, and the truth of the faith. Witnesses are not in a cat-
egory by themselves but are classed with the prophets, the righteous, and the
truthful-that is, with those who have found favor with God (Q. 4:69 and
57:19).

The first question of concern to us is, Who is a martyr? The answer, as
we shall see, is in the end legally determined. A man, we are told, said to the
Prophet, "A man may fight in quest of booty. Another may fight for fame
and still another for a show of status. Who among these would be fighting
in the way of God?" The Prophet answered, "Whoever fights in order that
the word of God be uppermost, would be fighting in the way of God." 15

The famous traditionist, Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani, comments on this
hadith:

One may fight for one of five reasons: booty; a show of bravery; or
a show before others; in defense of wealth, family, or land: and out
of anger. Anyone of these could in itself be praiseworthy or the
opposite. So long as the main purpose remains that the "word of
God be uppermost" [which is here defined as defending the cause of
Islam], it matters not what other reasons may exist as secondary
causes.16

In yet another tradition, the Prophet was asked whether a man fighting
for material rewards would also have a reward with God on the Day of
Resurrection. The Prophet answered, "Nothing." He continued, "God
would not accept a deed unless it is done sincerely for Him and that the doer
seek by this only His [God's] face."17

At least in early Islam, the application of the term martyr was not lim-
ited to the person who is killed in the way of God on the battlefield. Mar-
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tyrdom is an act of jihad (striving) in the way of God. Jihad, however, con-
trary to the common view held in the West, is not simply militancy; more
basic is the jihad against the evil in one's own soul and in society. It is this
inner purity resulting from the jihad of the soul that creates the right inten-
tion of serving the cause of truth in whatever way possible. In addition to
dying in defense of one's faith, property, or life, therefore, the act of falling
off one's mount, dying of snakebite, or drowning is also regarded as mar-
tyrdom. Likewise, he who dies from a stray arrow or bullet, or from his
house collapsing down upon him, is considered a martyr. Even those who die
of the plague or a stomach ailment, or a woman who dies in childbirth, are
considered martyrs. The famous traditionist Ibn 'Abbas is said to have
declared: "A man dies in his bed in the way of God, yet he is a martyr."IH
Nevertheless, in spite of all this, the true martyr is he who is slain in the way
of God.

Early traditionists may have used the term martyr very broadly and with
caution because they feared the rise of a special cult of martyrs. Thus, in
relationship to the authority of Abu Hurayrah, the Prophet is said to have de-
clared: "Whoever has faith in God and in His apostle, observes regular
prayers and fasts the month of Ramadan, it shall be incumbent upon God to
make him enter Paradise, whether he fights in the way of God or remains in
the land of his birth." Yet when the people asked if they should convey this
glad tiding to others, the Prophet did not answer directly. Instead, he
described the high station of the martyrs in Paradise.1Y Perhaps for this rea-
son it was the jurist rather than the orator or theologian who determined
the principle according to which a man or woman may be considered to be
a martyr.

I cannot enter in detail into this technical topic of the qualifications of
a martyr; a few general remarks must suffice. Three categories of martyrs
may be distinguished: martyr of this world, martyr of this world and the
world to come, and martyr only of the world to come. The first is s/he who
dies for a worldly cause other than of faith. The second is s/he who is slain
for no other reason but that "the word of God be uppermost." Such a mar-
tyr is to be buried in his/her clothes, without washing or shrouding-ordi-
narily, necessary rites for the dead. The martyr of this world is likewise
buried in his/her clothes, since in the end this person's motives are known
only to God, who will reward each person according to his/her acts and
intentions. 'Umar ibn al-Khattab and 'Ali ibn Abi Talib, the second and
fourth of the four rightly guided caliphs, who were stabbed and died later of
their wounds, were given regular burial. While both were considered martyrs
in the way of God, such burial indicates that they were not, technically
speaking, martyrs. The third caliph, 'Uthman, who was slain in his house,
was also given a regular burial. 20

Finally, the Qur'an counsels Muslims to make peace among themselves.
Yet if one group transgresses against another, that group must be fought un-
til it returns to the right path (Q. 49:9). Thus, we are told, after the battle of
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Nahrawan against the Kharijites (659 C.E.), Ali had the dead on his side
buried as martyrs. This principle has continued to be observed (and often
abused) to the present day.

As in Christianity, the blood of the martyr in Islam washes away his or
her sins. It is important to observe that even though women are exempted
from actual fighting for religious and juristic reasons, the first martyr in Islam
was a woman named Sumayya, the mother of 'Ammar ibn Yasir, who was
tortured to death with her husband and son by the Makkan Arabs before the
conquest of the city. The injunction to let the blood of the martyrs be their
purification is said to have been given by the Prophet regarding those slain
in the battle of Uhud.21 He said: "Shroud them in their blood and do not
wash them. For no man who is injured in the way of God but that he shall
come on the Day of Resurrection with his blood gushing out of his veins. The
color shall be that of blood and the odor that of musk. "22

The martyrs-"those who are slain in the way of God"-the Qur'an
tells us "are not to be reckoned as dead; rather, they are alive with their Lord
sustained" (Q. 3:169). Islamic eschatology has always been expressed in the
language and the social framework of this life. Hence, tradition very early
displayed great imagination in depicting the great pleasures of the martyrs in
Paradise.21 Yet the true martyr for God retains his desire for martyrdom even
in Paradise. Malik ibn Anas related that the Prophet said: "No one who
enters Paradise would wish to return to this world, even if he were to pos-
sess all that is in it, except the martyr. He would desire to return to the world
to be killed ten times because of the great honor [with God] which he sees
in this act."24 "The door of Paradise," we are told in another tradition, "is
under the glittering swords. "25

Tradition records numerous examples of martyrs who sensed the odor
of Paradise on the battlefield and thus gladly met their death. One such
example is that of a man called 'Abdallah ibn Jahsh, who prayed on the
morning of the battle of Uhud, saying: "0 God, let me today meet a strong
and brave knight who will kill me and cut off my nose and two ears. Thus
when I shall meet you tomorrow, you will say, 'My servant, for what were
your nose and ears cut off?' I will then answer, 'It was in You [for your sake]'
my Lord, and in your apostle.'''26

Shi'a Muslims have made the ethos of martyrdom and suffering a basic
principle of their faith and piety. Every year during the first ten days of
Muharram (the first month of the Muslim calendar), they relive the experi-
ence of Husayn ibn 'Ali, the third imam, who through his death at Karbala
provided for all Muslims the supreme example of self-sacrifice in the way of
God. In the tragedy of Karbala in 680 CE., the ideal of martyrdom took on
new theological and pietistic significance. Thus Husayn, "the Prince of Mar-
tyrs" and" Master of the Youths of the People of Paradise," was said to have
been destined for this sacrifice from the beginning of creation. History was
read backward from him to Adam, and beyond and forward to the end of
the world. Before him, history was a long prelude to the drama of suffering



86 Critical Theological and juridical Issues

and death of which he, his friends, and immediate relatives were the central
characters. After him, history is a period of intense hope in the anticipation
of the return of the Mahdi (his ninth descendant and twelfth imam of the
Shi'i community) to avenge the death of Husayn and vindicate the faithful
for their actual and vicarious sharing in the sufferings of the holy family of
the Prophet Muhammad. Yet Husayn himself was said to have been told by
the Prophet in a dream that "he has an exalted station with God which he
cannot attain except through martyrdom. "27

The death of Husayn, moreover, became for Shi'a Muslims a source of
redemption and healing. According to a well-known tradition, just before
his death the Prophet said: "I am leaving with you [the Muslim community]
the two weights onto which if you hold fast, you shall never go astray: the
Book of God and my family, the people of my household. They shall never
be separated until they come to me at the spring."2x This paradisiacal spring
shall be given to the Prophet on the Day of Judgment to quench the thirst of
the pious "on the day of the great thirst."2Y Both the Qur'an and the family
of Muhammad will judge and intercede before God and his Prophet for those
of the Muslims who honored the two weights or neglected and mistreated
them. Husayn will also stand before God on the Day of Resurrection as a
headless body to contend with his murderers and intercede for his follow-
ers.'11 For Shi'i piety it is Fatimah, the daughter of Muhammad and mother
of Husayn, who has in this world embodied the suffering of her descendants
and who continues to shed tears of anguish even in Paradise.'l

This ethos of suffering stands in sharp contrast to the quick and spec-
tacular success of the early generations of Muslims. Yet it is itself the prod-
uct of that military and economic success, coming as it does out of the
conviction that political justice must, in the end, reflect divine justice. God
Himself, in Shi'i theology, is bound only by His own justice. Hence, Shi'a
repeat daily in their worship the prayer "0 God, we desire of You an hon-
orable state in which You honor Islam and its people, and humiliate
hypocrisy and its people. [We pray] that in it you render us among those
who call [others] to obedience to you, and that you make us leaders to your
way." This ideal order will come only when human justice will approximate
divine justice most closely, which can only be achieved under the leadership
of an imam protected by God from error. In this hope-or rather, humanly
unrealized goal-political idealism and theology meet.

It is noteworthy that Shi'a, more than the Sunni majority of Muslims,
have risked life and Muslim unity in this quest. They have, moreover, main-
tained a long and recognizable list of martyrs. The list begins with Abel
(Qabil) and includes the Prophet Muhammad and all the imams but one.
The twelfth imam, the Hidden Imam, will return to close this long chapter
of wrongdoing and martyrdom, and establish justice in the earth. Thus, the
Prophet is said to have declared: "Even if there remains [onlyj one day of the
life of the world, God will prolong that day until a man of my progeny shall
appear, whose name is my name and whose agnomen is my agnomen. He
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shall fill the earth with equity and justice as it has been filled with inequity
and injustice. "32 This tradition, with minor variations, is accepted by both
Shi'i and Sunni traditionists. Thus, the ideal it expresses has gained official
acceptance among Muslims of both groups.

This ideal of great justice was realized for a brief time only by the
Prophet, Muhammad, in Madinah. The Qur'an refers to the realization of
the ideal of a good society in a statement coming shortly before the Prophet's
death and after all the obligations of Islam had been instituted: "Today have
I perfected your religion for you; I have completed my favor towards you
and have accepted Islam as a religion for you" (Q. 5:3). Martyrs throughout
Islamic history have been an affirmation of this hope and a recognition that
this hope remains an ideal unfulfilled because of human folly. Hence, the
challenge remains as powerful today in Iran, Afghanistan, the Arabian penin-
sula, and even here in the New World as it was when it was first uttered.

"Surely God has exchanged with the people of faith their lives and
wealth so that they shall have Paradise: they fight in the way of God, they
kill and are killed ... " (Q. 9: 111). This verse continues, "It is a promise
incumbent upon Him in truth, in the Torah and the Gospel." Thus Islam has
from the beginning recognized the place and value of martyrdom in the
major scriptures revealed before it. In an earlier surah of the Qur'an, revealed
before the principle of jihad was established for the Muslim community, the
Qur'an alludes to the famous Christian martyrs of Najran (Q. 85:4-8), who
became the subject of much exegetical and hadith scholarship. It is therefore
important to ask, in conclusion, about the similarities and differences in the
view of and attitude toward martyrs in the two religious traditions.

Perhaps the most obvious and important historical difference is that
while in Christianity martyrdom was a glorious struggle before Christendom
became a world power under Constantine, in Islam the jihad, or struggle of
the martyrs, was instituted after Islam became a religious, social, and polit-
ical order. Thus, when the symbol of supreme martyrdom, the cross, became
the banner under which political wars were waged, the significance of the
principle altogether became subject to question and doubt. The most intense
protest against this "distortion" may be seen in the radical Reformation and
the rich and moving martyrologies that Mennonites and Anabaptists have
left as their legacy for posterity. The ideal martyr in Christianity was, there-
fore, he "who suffered stripes, imprisonment, crucifixion and wild beasts .
. . ." Today, one may wonder if it is because of the loss of the original mean-
ing of this ideal that even among committed fundamentalist Christians mar-
tyrdom is no longer the impetus it was for the early church.

In Islam, the ideal martyr is someone who strives in the way of God
"with his hand, with his tongue, and with his heart." Yet striving only with
the heart is considered to be "the weakest of faith. "33 This emphasis on out-
ward struggle does not imply wild and uncontrolled warfare, however;
rather, it advocates a regulated struggle for the good and against evil. This
struggle has definite priorities of concern: "if affliction befalls you," advised
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'Abdallah ibn Jundub, the son of a well-known companion, "ransom your
souls by your wealth. But if affliction increases, put your souls before your
faith. For a truly deprived man is he whose religion is taken away from him.
This is because there is no poverty after Paradise, nor is there any wealth
after the Fire."34

In spite of this important difference, however, both Islam and Christi-
anity agree on the basic concept of martyrdom as witness to the truth. The
true martyr, the two religions also agree, is a person who is free from any
motive but that witness. While the ideal martyr in Islam is the one who falls
on the battlefield, actual fighting is not an absolute requirement for martyr-
dom. Islam, moreover, has its martyrs who silently and bravely endure tor-
ture and death. Finally, both traditions are in agreement regarding the exalted
station of the martyr with God and the belief that the martyr will carry the
marks of one's sacrifice with him or her to be displayed even in heaven.'s

In more recent Christian developments, the two ideals may yet have
more in common than ever before. Liberation theology-the product of
poverty, piety, and political awareness-may yet prove to be the most impor-
tant phenomenon in modern Christian history. As a Muslim, I believe that
piety without political involvement is at best all theory and no practice. It
shall be those who feed the hungry, clothe the naked, care for the sick, and
defend the wronged in prison who will inherit the kingdom of God.
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The Idea of Redemption
in Christianity and Islam

Among historians of religion, the approach has largely been to categorize a
religion according to its concept of God. This approach, fruitful as it may be,
has problems; and it may well be a more enlightening exercise if we begin not
with the concept of God alone but with the way a religious tradition views
human society or, in other words, human beings' relationship to the Divine.

From that starting point, it can be said that from the earliest beginnings
of human civilization, it has been a matter of human awareness of the mys-
teries of suffering and death. From the earliest times, in China, in Egypt, and
notably in Mesopotamia with the cults of Tammuz, we find that the main
concern is to understand the purposes of life and of death. (I will resist a
great temptation to retell the tale of Gilgamesh as a commentary on the
human predicament on life and on death.)

Muslims believe that revelation is an ongoing process. For Islam, reve-
lation began with Adam when he received words from his Lord, and God
turned toward him. And while we believe that revelation reached its techni-
cal culmination in the Prophet Muhammad through a long period of what
we call progressive revelation, nonetheless, it may be said that revelation
continues, not in the form of waJ;y (revelation technically considered) but in
the form of ilham, or inspiration that is open to the friends and worshipful
servants of God. This mode of revelation will not end. It did not begin only
after prophetic revelation had ended, but rather, in my view, it always coex-
isted with it. In other words, the beginnings of what I may call collective rev-
elation are our rich heritage of mythology.

Unfortunately, we call anything that is not true, that cannot be taken
seriously, mythical. But if we consider seriously that mythology has been the
language of faith, that reI igious tradition has done far better in poetry than
in prose, and that poetry is usually the language of myth, then we can see the
crucial importance of myth in the development of human religious con-
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sciousness. It is in mythology also that the idea of redemption was born. As
the prophet Ezekiel put it, "And there sat women weeping for Tammuz"
(Ezek 8:14). On the banks of the Tigris and the Euphrates sat women and
men expressing their emotions of fear and hope, as they sang dirges for the
God who died in order to bring him back to life. This really meant to bring
the sap back into the date palm tree, the milk to the cow and hence to the
milkskin, and the grain to the surface of the earth.!

If we look carefully, the ideas expressed in the myths are universal-they
are Greek, they are Indian. Everywhere we go there is the idea of life com-
ing out of death, so to say, healing the world, healing nature after a period
of sickness or cessation. What is redemption or the word salvation? It comes
from the Latin root meaning "to be whole." Yet again, it is in the myth which
from Tammuz moved a vast step forward to the suffering servant of the Lord
of Deutero-Isaiah. It is important to observe that whether it be in Tammuz,
or in the suffering servant of the Lord, or later in Christ, or in the prophet
Muhammad and his intercessory role, or later on in the martyrdom of his
grandson Husayn, redemption is not achieved by or through ideas or doc-
trines but through the lives and the sacrifices of human individuals. In my
view, our problem has been, to a large extent, that we have taken far too
seriously doctrines and theological wranglings, and not seriously enough the
lives and the models, the examples, of the friends of God. The suffering ser-
vant of Deutero-Isaiah remained unidentified. Some said it was a prototyp-
ical character; others, that it referred to the entire Jewish people. Finally in
the church, beginning in the book of Acts and developing more clearly
through the thought of Justin Martyr, the suffering servant was identified
with Christ. The Gospels also refer to this somewhat briefly. The suffering
servant must be all of these and none of them. In a way, he is everyone of
us, both needing redemption and participating in a redemptive role for its
achievement. I will return to this at greater length later.

As we come to postbiblical Judaism and especially early Christianity,
there are essentially two types or ideas of redemption. It may be observed
here that the Swedish writer, Gustaf Aulen, is very right when he says there
is no doctrine of redemption in Christianity but only theories about it.2 There
was a redemptive act, but what was it? How can we express it in doctrinal
form? It is good, perhaps, that there has not been agreement.

As I see it, there are two basic types of redemption in Christianity. The
first is a death on the cross, where the cross becomes a prototype of the bib-
lical or, more specifically, the Jewish Temple altar. That sacrifice was the final
sacrifice, all others before it being only a prelude to it. Hence, the Gospel of
St. Matthew tells us that when Jesus died on the cross, the veil of the Tem-
ple that separated the true place of sacrifice-the holy of holies-and the
people was rent and the barrier, therefore, was removed. The idea of this
type, that is, redemption through death and the shedding of blood, is worked
out in the New Testament most interestingly and clearly in the Epistle to the
Hebrews.
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The other type is one that characterizes the Eastern Church most
notably. It is redemption not by death and suffering so much as hy victory.
Hence, the Easter hymn for the Greek Orthodox Church goes something like
this: "Christ rose from the dead, trampling death and by death giving life to
those who are in the graves."

The two basic ideas developed by medieval thinkers of Christ dying in
order to appease either God or Satan or to set a trap for Satan have not heen,
in my view, as fruitful and creative or as poetic as the other idea, which is also
expressed in the thought of St. Paul that Christ really conquered death by
death. More interestingly, this idea was developed in the mystical theology
of the Eastern Church, which had its beginnings in the johannine corpus-
both the Gospel and the Epistles. Christ, the second Adam, came not to ahol-
ish an original sin by dying for Adam, but rather he came in order to make
us divine. He came in order to achieve victory over the demonia, the powers
of evil. It was God visiting humanity in human disguise. Hence, that Chris-
tianity which lived on strongly and converted numerous people in the Syro-
Aramaic area, or what we now call mainly the Arah world, was that
Christianity which has been characterized by Christian writers as the faith of
the merciful, that is, addln arrahamanl. It is that faith which Islam hreeds,
and I think we cannot understand Islam fully unless we see it in that Chris-
tian ritualistic context. It may be argued that even though the prophet of
Islam lived in closer proximity to the jewish community in Madinah and
interacted with it far more extensively on a daily basis, the overall influence
of the spirituality of Eastern Christianity and its idea of redemption played
a greater role in the formative period of Muslim piety.

To the two types of redemption discussed in Christianity, Islam added a
third and a fourth. But before I talk about the Islamic idea of redemption, it
must be observed that the basic mystery which preoccupied humanity from
its earliest beginning was that of suffering and death. Hence the idea or hope
of redemption was born in suffering. In the West, the suffering of Christ
developed into an idea of a Christ contorted with pain. For example, the
gory images that we see in much of Western medieval literature characteriz-
ing the suffering Christ were the products of the first type of redemption,
that is, redemption as death. In Eastern Christian piety, on the other hand,
the cross is not really an altar of suffering and death but a throne of glory.
In many poems, notahly that of Fortunatus,' and echoed even in Ireland in
the "Dream of the Rood," we find the same notion of the universal cross as
the throne of glory. Yet suffering was not forgotten, and the Christian church,
inasmuch as it itself participated in that redemptive role, did it through its
witness. The greatest witness was that of martyrdom. The word martyr actu-
ally means witness. The point was vividly argued even in the early church
when Stephen, the first martyr, at the point of death declared that he saw the
heavens opened and the "Son of God" seated on the right hand of God (Acts
7:55-56). That suffering, however, had to be transferred from earth to heaven
in order for it to be universal and eternal. Thus, St. john Chrysostom (in a
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sermon sometimes wrongly attributed to St. Augustine) declares that Christ
sits in heaven still bearing the marks of the nails and the wound of the lance
in his side.4 Therefore the emblems of suffering were not only to be embod-
ied by the church here on earth in its participatory role in the achievement
of redemption, but they were also transferred to heaven, where they will be
displayed before the angels until the final victory-the return of the Mes-
siah, the Second Coming.

To understand the Islamic idea of redemption, in contrast, and the two
types which I said Islam added to the Christian notion, one must look briefly
at the Muslim view of human being. For a long time, Christian and Jewish
orienta lists in the West read the Qur'anic account of Adam as a gross dis-
tortion of the biblical account that, had he known better, Muhammad would
have copied. It is only now, I think, that scholars are beginning to see the
Qur'an on its own terms. However different it may be from that of Genesis,
the Qur'anic account of Adam must be seen on its own terms. What does it
tell us? In some ways, the Adam of the Qur'an closely resembles that of Gen-
esis. Like the Adam of Genesis, Adam in the Qur'an is declared to be made
of clay and obtains the breath of life through the divine spirit that was
breathed into him. Like the biblical Adam, the Adam of the Qur'an sinned
by disobeying the divine command. But here the comparison ends. The
Qur'an does not tell us that Adam ate of the fruit of the tree of knowledge,
because knowledge was given to him even before his sin (Q. 2:31-33).
Knowledge was not the cause of his condemnation and damnation but of
his salvation. Adam was saved because he received words from his Lord. He
was declared higher than the angels because he knew language that they did
not know. So it is not knowledge that made Adam sin, but disobedience.
While the biblical Adam becomes the first sinner for Christians, for Mus-
lims Adam is not the first sinner but the first prophet, because with him the
history of revelation begins.

In nine verses in the Qur'an (Q. 2:30-39) we have a commentary on the
story of Adam which was told several times in other Qur'anic verses. It is a
commentary that goes beyond the creation of Adam. There God says to the
angels, "Behold, I am about to place a vicegerent in the earth." The angels,
knowing what we would do, said, "Would you place therein one who will
spread corruption and shed blood, while we proclaim your praise and sanc-
tify you?" He said, "I know what you do not know." Then Adam was taught
the names of all creatures and the challenge was placed between knowing
and choosing man and knowing and choosing the angels, who could only do
that which was good. Satan, or Iblis, in the Adam story plays a role not in
spite of but by the permission of God. His sin, in essence, was like that of
Adam. Both rebelled. But while Adam repented and turned to God, Iblis per-
sisted in his pride and would not accept that a creature of clay might be bet-
ter than a creature of fire.

Redemption, then, in Islam begins with Adam, who was made for the
earth. He descends to earth, and the battle between good and evil begins on
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its true stage, the earth. Redemption is when this battle is finally concluded
with the divine victory, with the victory of the good.

The Qur'an speaks not of ransom by sacrifice, even though Muslims do
a commemorative sacrifice at the time of the ~ajj to commemorate the sac-
rifice of Abraham, but the Qur'an insists that then neither the fat nor the
blood of the animals reaches God. What reaches him is our piety or righ-
teousness. So expiation, or takfrr, of sin must be done by the individual him-
self, and here, then, redemption is what men and women do with their own
sin through repentance and through expiation through prayers, fasts, shar-
ing their wealth with the poor, and so on. This is one type of redemption.

The other, and in a sense more important in that it has permeated Islamic
life more deeply and is a type that may be considered as really the only legit-
imate type of Islamic redemption, is that of intercession-shafii'ah. Contrary
to what many Muslims say, intercession is not denied in the Qur'an; rather,
what is denied is that intercession will benefit those who are deep in sin. Any
intercession must bea divine gift. The Qur'an tells us, "Who shall intercede
with him, save by his leave" (Q. 2:255). Furthermore, if we examine the
large number of hadiths known as a~iidrth al-shafii'ah, or the traditions of
intercession, we find so clearly the idea that it will be Muhammad who will
intercede on behalf not only of the Muslims but the entire world. In a long
and dramatic tradition related on the authority of Abu Hurayrah we are told
that on the Day of Resurrection, people will be made to stand for seventy
years. They will weep tears, and when their tears run out they will weep
blood until the blood shall stop their mouths, and still they will not be
judged. Then Muhammad will go and prostrate himself before God and
intercede for people, not that they may be given paradise but at least that
they must be heard-they must be judged-and hence the judgment begins.

While Muhammad, in popular Islam and in much of not-sa-popular
Islam, plays a very important intercessory role, intercession is not limited to
him. Rather, in explanation of a very interesting verse in Surat al-Baqarah,
which comes after telling the story of David and Goliath and Saul, the text
adds that had not God restrained or stopped some people by means of oth-
ers, the earth would have been corrupted (Q. 2:251). Most people take that
to mean that there must always exist in the earth people who pray, otherwise
the earth will disappear. In a comment on that verse by the sixth Shi'j imam,
Ja'far al-Sadiq, we are told that God protects those who do not pray among
the Muslims through those who do pray; those who do not fast through
those who do fast; and those who do not go on pilgrimage through those
who do go. Were they all to concur in neglecting the prayers, fasting, and pil-
grimage, then they would all perish.

In another hadith we are told that God blesses, that is, gives barakah,
through the prayerful servant of God. He gives barakah not only to the per-
son's own family but to his neighbors and neighbors' neighbors to the sev-
enth neighbor. This notion of the earth being preserved, made whole,
redeemed from evil through piety and prayers is most eloquently expressed
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in Islamic mysticism in Sufism, and systematically in the notion of the qutb
or the perfect man. The qutb is the person around whom the universe
revolves, and every age must have a qu.tb, otherwise the earth could not stay
in its place. Through the grace of the qu.tb, the universe goes on running.
This is put rather poetically by one Sufi writer, who says, inna lillahi 'ibadan
idha arada arad ("there are those servants of God who, when they will some-
thing, God wills it as well"). So, then, wholeness or redemption, salvation,
restoration can be achieved through personal expiation and through inter-
cession widely considered.

Here again in Islam, as in Christianity and Judaism and even in Bud-
dhism, there is the notion that the world is continuously evolving toward a
state of perfection. In Buddhism this is expressed in the role of the future
Buddha, Maitreya. It is an interesting notion which presents a reverse of Dar-
winian evolution. Darwin thinks that evolution is upward from the unicel-
lular animal to the monkey to man and whatever. It appears that the religious
concept is that the world evolves downward from a golden age to a silver age
to an iron age to a clay age, and then the whole thing will be dark until some-
one comes to restore things to their natural and earlier purity. This, in Islam,
is the Mahdi.

In the idea of the Mahdi, Islam and Christianity again meet. I would like
to argue here that the original notion of the Mahdi was not that a person of
the family of the prophet would be born, according to the Sunni Muslim
view, or that he would appear at the end of time, according to the Shi'i Mus-
lim view. Rather, it would be Jesus who will return. If we are to find any
Qur'anic basis for this eschatological event, it will not be for a future, so to
say, Islamic Mahdi, but for Jesus, who is declared to be a sign for the hour
(Q. 43:61). Muslim piety, in order to preserve itself and its own integrity,
did not deny that Jesus will come to restore the world to its purity but
affirmed that Jesus and the Mahdi will work together. Most of the hard work
will be done by Jesus, who will kill ad-Dajjal, the anti-Christ.

Here again, ad-Dajjal is pictured as a human individual whose appear-
ance is deformed, who is not human as he should be. The best description of
him is one that was made by the thirteenth-century Farid ud-Din Attar, a
Persian mystic who said that at the end of time there will come two Dajjals,
not one. (The Arabic word dajjal means "one who lies.") There will be one
who has only his right eye and sees the world as all spirit. He will be a liar.
There will be one who has only his left eye and will see the world as simply
matter and material things. He will be a liar. The true vision of reality, then,
is one that sees reality as a whole-both material and spiritual. The role of
Jesus is that he will kill that liar, the anti-Christ, and restore the reality of the
universe to its pristine purity. Symbolically it is said that Christ, when He
comes, will break the cross and kill the swine (these two being the symbols
that divide Muslims from Christians), and Islam in its essential aspects will
prevail. This is redemption.

I return to my earlier reference of that ethos of redemptive suffering
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which the Shi'i community developed. In that ethos we see a continuity of
history. It was on the spot where the women sat weeping for Tammuz that
Husayn, the son of Ali and grandson of the prophet, was killed on the tenth
day of Muharram in the year A.H. 61 (680 C.L). Very soon those who
betrayed him formed an association, a group called al-tawwabiin, "the
repenters." It was in that group that the seeds of a rich cult of Muharram
were first sown and sprouted.

To be sure, the event was used and abused by many upstarts and pseudo-
movements, but these failed, as they were doomed to failure. What remains
is the following: The world, according to the Shi'i view and its history, must
be read forward from creation to the imams and backward from the Day of
Resurrection to the imams. In time, the notion developed that the world was
created for the sake of the pious, the Prophet and his progeny. They were the
lights of the world which, through a process of concretization, took on
human form. All were doomed to be martyred. The idea again gradually
arose, even though there is no full documentary evidence that everyone of
the eleven Shi'i imams were martyred. The Shi'a community, nonetheless,
insisted that that was the case. Those who were supposedly the noblest, sup-
posedly the richest, had to undergo suffering in order to redeem humanity.

But how does humanity become redeemed? It is through the suffering of
Husayn's mother, who is still weeping in paradise for his death, and that of
his children after him. How is the world to be redeemed? It is by participa-
tion of the community every year in that suffering that the community
redeems itself. So we are told in many traditions attributed to one or another
of the imams that whoever weeps even one drop of tears for the sufferings
of the imams will have the reward of paradise. But in the final analysis,
redemption will be through intercession because the headless Husayn will
stand before God to intercede for his people.

There is, finally, another important aspect of redemption, whether it be
Christian or Islamic. Redemption is only one side of the divine judgment.
Redemption must also imply judgment and condemnation. Christ will return
on the clouds of heaven, as the book of Revelation declares (Rev 1:7); and
those who have stabbed him will mourn him. He will come not as the meek
lamb of God but as the man who has a sword of fire coming out of his mouth
with every word he utters. Before the new earth and the new heaven appear,
replacing the old earth and heaven, judgment must be executed on the
wicked. Similarly, with Islam, the Mahdi when he comes will avenge the
blood of Husayn before he fulfills his main mission; on this, both Shi'i and
Sunni traditionists agree. He must purify the earth of iniquity. Before he does
that, he must avenge the blood of the martyrs.

The Mahdi will do his work and eventually die, but it will be Husayn
who will return to rule the earth or the Muslim community for so long that
his eyebrows shall fall upon his eyes from old age.) But the hope for a future
restoration, for an eschatology of renewal, is best expressed in a Qur'anic
verse and a comment by the sixth imam on that verse. The Qur'an declares
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that on the last day, when the trumpets shall sound and when judgment has
been executed, the earth shall shine forth with the light of its Lord (Q.
39:69). The sixth imam said, "When our qci'rm [that is, the one raised by
God to renew human society and restore truth) shall come, the earth shall
shine forth with the light of its Lord. "h

Much of what has been discussed above may be regarded as poetic myth,
for it is so many centuries removed from the events of Christ and Husayn and
Tammuz. What does it say to us today? I have already noted that redemp-
tion in its widest sense is a corporate, not an individual, process. Whether it
be the church widely viewed or the Muslim community, for redemption to
be meaningful and real for us today, we all have to take part in it as an ongo-
109 process.

On the principles of the ideas that we can learn from the mythology of
the past, we see that redemption means harmony between material and spir-
itual things. Redemption means sharing. The people who will be put on the
right hand of Christ will be those who visit the sick, clothe the naked, visit
the prisoner, and feed the hungry (Matt 25:31-46). But, most of all, it
remains for us to redeem the world from our own human folly-the folly
that says that we will vie not with God but with the devil to make ourselves,
as one Greek philosopher described us, the measure of all things. Hence, we
make atom bombs and nuclear bombs; we make big skyscrapers; but with
all of this we forget the purpose of life, which is to be a life of righteous-
ness-a bridge to eternity.

In conclusion, I would like to say that Christ redeemed and continues to
redeem us, not simply and only by his divine act but by his humanity, a
humanity that cared. Muhammad redeemed and continues to redeem us as we
follow his life, his sunnah, as a model for our lives. But in the end we must
heed the words, "Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling." I
pray that we will all be successful in that process and that we will strengthen
one another as we traverse the weary way of this life into the life to come.
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Dhimmah in the Qur'an and Hadith

Concepts often undergo a process of reification which reduces them from
the status of broad and dynamic principles to that of mere names or desig-
nations of things and ideas. I shall study this process in one of the most
important concepts in Muslim society. The lexical meanings of the term
dhimmah as defined by some of the classical Arabic lexicographers will be
examined. The study then turns to some of the general applications of this
term in the Qur'an and hadith, where it is used to characterize the relation-
ship of humanity to God and man's responsibility in this relationship.
Instances in which the term dhimmah was used to characterize general
human interrelations, and more particularly those based on the principles of
Islamic faith and prophetic tradition or sunnah, will also be examined.

Finally, the designation of Jews and Christians by the term ahl al-
dhimmah (people of dhimmah) will be analyzed. The study shows that
dhimmah as a concept was used first to designate moral and spiritual rela-
tions among communities of faith, but was later reduced to a mere name or
designation of subordinate communities. I shall limit the analysis to hadith
traditions that reveal the general attitude of Muslims toward ahl al-dhimmah
(Jews and Christians) and leave out the practical legal implications of this
attitude. Both Sunni and Shi'i traditions will be considered with the aim of
presenting a broad and coherent picture rather than a comprehensive one.

Lexical Meanings of Dhimmah

Al-Jawhari, the author of one of the earliest Arabic lexicons, I defines
dhimmah and dhimam, its alternate form, as "sanctity" (I;urmah). Dhimmah
also signifies "surety," or "assurance of safety" or "protection" (aman). In
its verbal form, dhamma, the term has a negative meaning, "to decry a per-
son or thing," "to find it unworthy" (madhmum). It can also mean "to fall
behind" because of fatigue or inability, as when a camel is unable to advance
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because of fatigue. In another noun form, madhammah, or madhimmah, it
means "shame" brought on by revoking the sanctity of a covenant or pact.
The same form also signifies "obligation" or "indebtedness" from which a
person must seek to free himself. Negative qualities such as miserliness or
lying bring madhammah or "blame" to the person possessing them.

Both Lisan al- 'Arab2 and Taj al- 'Arus1 generally agree with jawhari,
whom they freely quote. They lay special stress, however, on the covenantal
aspects of the term. Thus, dhimmah means both the agreement ('ahd) and the
sanctity (I;urmah) of the agreement. The author of Lisan al-'Arab states:
"The people of dhimmah are also called dhimmah because they enter into a
covenant of protection with Muslims."4 Based on a hadith of Ali, dhimmah
implies a binding obligation to fulfill a promise.5 Relying on other examples
of hadith usage, Taj al- 'Arus adds: " ... everyone has a covenant of safety
and protection with God ... ," which a human being can revoke through sets
of disobedience to divine injunctions." A final signification, which admirably
denotes its dynamic and multifaceted application, is the use of the term to
mean a banquet or wedding feast. Here a term generally denoting the depth
and variety of human and divine relationships also denotes the well-known
Arab ideal of hospitality.7

The Application of Dhimmah in the Qur' an and Hadith

In contrast with this broad use of the term, the Qur'an employs the word
dhimmah only twice and in a very narrow and limited sense, both times in
one single passage revealed shortly before the Prophet's death and intended
to purify the I;ajj ritual of any pre-Islamic characteristics and prohibit the
non-Muslim Makkan Arabs from performing it (Q. 9:1-3). The passage
begins by dissociating God and His Apostle from the mushrikun (associa-
tors), or idol worshipers of Makkah. The word bara'ah (dissociation or free-
dom from something) means the exact opposite of dhimmah in its primary
sense. Bara'ah in this context signifies the end of a pact or agreement ('ahd)
obligation. K This declaration of the end of the pact was to be made at the
time of the I;ajj (Q. 9:1ff).9 Two kinds of people are then distinguished: those
who have kept their agreement, and those who have either revoked it out-
right or acted hypocritically. The term of the pact with the former must be
honored for the duration of the sacred months (Q. 9:5).10

Because the mushrikun were nonbelievers, and hence because their lives
were not morally regulated by worship (?alah) and almsgiving (zakah), their
word cannot be trusted: "were they to prevail over you, they would regard
in you neither consanguinity (itlan) nor dhimmah ... "(Q. 9:8).11 Here
dhimmah signifies a covenant that should be honored, as the word itlan is
coupled with it for greater emphasis. Two verses later, the same charge is
repeated with even greater emphasis: "They would not observe in a believer
either itlan or dhimmah; those are treacherous people" (Q. 9:10).12 In this
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verse the relation of dhimmah is narrowed to the personal level, and another
of its opposite qualities-transgression (i'tida')-is stressed. Throughout the
passage, however, the possibility of repenting is recognized and pleaded for. 11

These verses were explained in later hadith tradition. After the last pil-
grimage before the Prophet's death, Abu Bakr and then 'Ali were sent to
Makkah to deliver the following declaration: "The dhimmah of God and
His Apostle is free (bar['atun) from every associator (mushrik). Journey on
the earth for four months (i.e., the sacred months); let no mushrik perform
the hajj after this year; nor let any naked man henceforth circumambulate the
House (i.e., the Ka'bah)."14 This hadith introduces an important element to
the general scope of the term dhimmah, the dhimmah of God and His Apos-
tle. Let us first consider the nature and implications of God's dhimmah, or
covenant with human beings.

Two general aspects of this divine-human relationship may be distin-
guished. The first manifests the divine providential succor which is granted
to human beings through prayers of supplication (du'a') and thanksgiving.
In this context dhimmah generally denotes divine protection which extends
beyond the short span of human life on earth. It is related on the authority
of Ibn al-Asqa' that the Prophet Muhammad uttered the following prayer at
a funeral:

Oh God, behold this man ({ulan), son of so-and-so, he is now in
your dhimmah (protection) and within the rope (habl) of your
domain (jiwar). Protect him, therefore, from the trial of the grave
and the torment of the fire, for you are worthy of fulfilling your
covenant and worthy of all justice and truth (haqq). forgive him
and have mercy upon him, for you are all-forgiving, all-merciful.l.\

Here man is called upon not simply to ask for divine favor and protection but
to be thankful when these are granted. Ibn Hanbal related on the authority
of Abu Umamah, who related on the authority of Umar, that the Prophet
said: "whoever acquires a new garment should say (as it reaches his neck),
'Praise be to God who clothed me with that, which covers my nakedness and
gives me comeliness in my life' then give his old garment in alms; such a per-
son will be in the protection (dhimmah) of God, in His domain (jiwar) and
His safe-keeping (kana!), be he alive or dead, be he alive or dead." 16

The second aspect of the dhimmah of God with man is one of reciproc-
ity and mutual faithfulness. With regard to human beings, this means respon-
sibility to God and for fellow human beings. It is therefore related in a
number of hadiths, with varying degrees of emphasis, that any person who
regularly offers the dawn prayers, or keeps prayers in general, would be in
God's protection (dhimmah). Most hadiths add the warning, "let not God
demand of you anything in violation of His dhimmah and thus throw you
face down into the fire of hell." 17 As for a human being's responsibility
toward others, the Prophet said, on the authority of 'Abdullah ibn 'Umar,
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"Whoever hoards food for forty nights would be totally dissociated (barT')
from God the Exalted and God would likewise be dissociated from him. The
people of any land, moreover among whom a man wakes up hungry, would
be dissociated from God's covenant (dhimmah)."18

In both examples dhimmah is a covenant of protection between God
and human beings. As humans have no power over God, they must satisfy
God's terms of the covenant by protecting others. Indeed, on our keeping of
God's dhimmah depends the order and well-being of the world. Thus we are
told:

When four (things) spread in the world, four (other things) appear.
When adultery spreads, earthquakes occur. When tyranny spreads
among rulers, rain is withheld from heaven. When dhimmah is
revoked, the people of association are allowed to prevail over the
people of Islam. When almsgiving (zakah) is withheld, poverty pre-
vails.1Y

Dhimmah as a Code of Governing Human Relations

God's dhimmah, or covenant relationship with human beings, is given a
human dimension by being identified with the dhimmah of the Prophet of
God, Muhammad. In the Qur'an the Prophet spoke on God's behalf. Thus,
his dhimmah was, in fact, God's dhimmah. Through the Prophetic tradition
(sunnah) human beings can interiorize the dhimmah of God and His Prophet
and make it their own. It is then their responsibility to honor the covenant
of God and God's Apostle, but without having the prerogative of claiming
to understand or implement fully this divine prophetic covenant. It rather
must remain an ideal to be sought after but never fully attained. It is related
that whenever the Prophet appointed a person to head an army in war he
instructed the person to fear God and deal kindly with fellow Muslims. Then,
addressing the rest of the army, the Prophet continued: "fight in the flame of
God and in the way of God. Fight those who disbelieve in God, but do not
overindulge, commit acts of treachery, mutilate people, or kill a child." The
hadith continues: "if you besiege a fortified settlement and its inhabitants
request that you give them the dhimmah of God and His Prophet, do not give
them either the dhimmah of God or that of His Prophet. Rather, make with
them the covenant (dhimmah) of yourself, your father, and your fellows. For
it is better for you to violate your own dhimmah than to violate the dhimmah
of God and His Prophet. "20

The concept of dhimmah as a principle of honor governing human rela-
tions was not introduced by Islam. Rather, Islam gave it a divine moral basis
which elevated it beyond any consideration of human power and prestige.
Yet even before Islam, Arab society regarded bonds of dhimmah as sacred.
This ancient attitude is well illustrated by an anecdote related on the author-
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ity of A'isha, daughter of Abu Bakr and wife of the Prophet. Her father
decided to leave Makkah before the hijrah under pressure from the people
of Quraysh, who protested that his piety was drawing their youths to the
new religion. On his way out of the city he met a person of status who estab-
lished a bond ('aqd) of protection with him. It was agreed that Abu Bakr
would remain in his house, provided that he practice his new faith in the pri-
vacy of his home. Since Abu Bakr was unable to restrain himself, the man
requested that he be released from their pact because "I do not wish the
Arabs to hear that I have failed a man with whom I have established a bond."
The man asked literally that his dhimmah be returned to him.21

The Islamic character of dhimmah may be further illustrated by two
important sayings attributed, respectively, to Ali and his great-grandson
Muhammad al-Baqir, the fifth Shi'i imam. After the battle of Siffin and the
revolt of the Kharajites against Ali, he sent them the following warning:
"beware that you shed no innocent blood, waylay travelers, or wrong a
dhimmahY If you do, we shall wage war against you; for God loves not
those who transgress."23 Al-Baqir declared: "Any man who grants another
protection (aman) in a pact (dhimmah) and then kills him shall come on the
Day of Resurrection bearing the banner of transgression. "24 In both tradi-
tions, the reason for keeping the covenant is not to preserve one's honor and
prestige in society but to fulfill God's command. Thus, dhimmah becomes an
obligation primarily to God; it becomes a religious rather than a social prin-
ciple.

In contrast with pre-Islamic Arab society, where dhimmah was the priv-
ilege of the rich and powerful, Islam made it a universal obligation, binding
all Muslim males and females. In a very important hadith, related on the
authority of a number of the prophet's companion and by both Sunni and
Shi'i traditionists, the Prophet declared: "the dhimmah of all Muslims is one
by which even the lowliest of them can live. "25This statement was prompted
by the fact that Umm Hani, sister of 'Ali, gave a pact of protection to two
men whom the Prophet honored; he went even further by stipulating that
the dhimmah of a Muslim slave is binding on other Muslims. No doubt this
attitude contributed to the designation of Jews and Christians as ahl al-
dhimmah, people of the dhimmah of God and His Apostle, and, by exten-
sion, of all the Muslims.

Dhimmah and the People of the Book

The Qur'an refers to Jews and Christians as ahl al-kitah (people of the Book).
The designation of ahl al-dhimmah is nowhere employed, nor is the term
dhimmah used in any way to characterize the relationship of Muslims to
Jews and Christians. The Qur'an uses the term in its strictly Arabian pre-
Islamic context. Its absence with regard to Jews and Christians may suggest
a certain level of equality of faith between the people of the Book and Mus-
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lims, who are also people of the Book in the strictest sense. The term ahl al-
dhimmah underwent a gradual process of development both in definition
and in usage. In this process it lost most of its dynamic aspects and was
finally reduced to a legal term designating peoples with whom Muslims had
a special relationship.

The attitude of Muslims toward ahl al-dhimmah likewise underwent a
process of change from that of a sacred responsibility or divine charge to
one of a legal relationship. Thus, a man who slapped a Jewish merchant for
declaring the superiority of Moses over the rest of humankind in an oath
was brought to answer before the Prophet by his opponent. The Jew
protested confidently, "I have a dhimmah and covenant ('ahd); why then did
this man slap my face?" The Prophet reproached the offender for his exces-
sive zeal, and forbade the making of any claims of superiority for any
prophet of God over another.26 This early attitude and the change that was
taking place is further illustrated by the following anecdote: A well-known
companion saw a group of ahl al-dhimmah standing in the hot Damascus
sun as punishment for not paying fully their land tax. He went to the gov-
ernor and protested. "I bear witness that I heard the Apostle of God say,
'God the Exalted will torment on the Day of Resurrection those who tor-
ment men in this world.'''27

It is easy for a people in authority to abuse their power and violate their
sacred trust. Thus, in order to safeguard the sanctity of this divine trust, its
violation was declared to be a heinous sin. It is related on the authority of
the famous companion Abu Hurayrah that the Prophet declared, "Whoever
kills a man who has the dhimmah of God and the dhimma of His Apostle
shall not smell the fragrance of paradise, though it may be sensed from the
distance of a seventy-year journey. "2X

This attitude continued to prevail at least during the period of 'Umar, the
second caliph. In his final counsel to his people he charged his successor
"with the dhimmah of God and the dhimmah of His Apostle (i.e., Jews and
Christians), that he fulfill their covenant, that he fight behind them (i.e., in
their defense) and that they be not burdened beyond their capacity."29 It is
significant to observe that Jews and Christians in this tradition are referred
to as "the dhimmah of God" and not as ahl al-dhimmah. In what appears
to be a later version related by Ibn Hanbal, this injunction is put in more
practical terms: "I charge you to do well toward the people of your
dhimmah, for they are the source of sustenance for your children and the
covenant of your Prophet. ",0 This may be compared with a later designation
of Jews and Christians in a tradition that shows both the older and more
positive attitude as well as the change it underwent: Two of the companions
were sitting in Qadisiyyah when a funeral passed by. They rose in reverence
for the dead but were told: "it is one of the people of the earth .... " There
was hence no need to show such deference. One of the two men replied that
a funeral of a Jew once passed by the Prophet and he rose. When told that
it was only the funeral of a Jew, he answered: "Is it not a soul?",l
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It is clear that the attitude toward ahl al-dhimmah had to be reevalu-
ated from time to time by the standard of the sunnah of the Prophet and his
first companions. People had to be reminded of their original pledge under
Islam to protect others and show kindness toward them. We are told that the
pious caliph 'Umar II, Ibn 'Abd al-'Aziz, wished to follow the example of
his namesake in the treatment of people of other faiths. Thus, he "estab-
lished a bond of dhimmah with peoples of other religions .... "32 Here we see
that the covenant (dhimmah) of Muslims with those of other faiths had to
be renewed in accordance with the norms established by the Prophet and his
immediate successors.

In the Qur'an a distinction is made between the mushrikun of Makkah
and the people of the Book (ahl al-kitab). This distinction was retained in
early hadith tradition as well. Thus, in a section in Bukhari (the authorita-
tive collection of hadith) dealing with marriage regulations between Mus-
lims or new converts to Islam and non-Muslims a distinction is made
between a mushrik (man or woman) and a nasran[ (Christian man or
woman). It is interesting to observe that the former is referred to as I;arbr,
one with whom a state of war exists.3] As pre-Islamic religion soon disap-
peared from Arabia, the term mushrikun was applied to Christians. It grad-
ually became synonymous with the word Christian and has largely replaced
the more positive designation of ahl al-kitab.

The Shi'i attitude toward ahl al-dhimmah is ambivalent at best. It
deserves special attention for several reasons. First, Shi'i hadith collections
are relatively late; hence, they may reflect the general attitude that prevailed
at the time. Second, the Shi'i attitude changed from a more or less positive
one in traditions attributed to the early imams to an extreme attitude in later
traditions. It must also be added that the Shi'i attitude was that of an
oppressed and embittered community and therefore reflected a particular
psychology.

This ambivalence is well expressed in a curious and puzzling bit of dou-
ble advice that Ali is said to have given to a man whom he appointed as an
officer in Qadisiyyah. In public he counseled the man as follows: "Guard
well your kharaj (land tax), that you do not overlook one dirham (a coin of
little value) of it." He then asked the man to see him privately before he left.
In private he told him: "that which you have heard from me before was only
a ruse. Do not ever beat a Muslim, Jew, or Christian on account of one
dirham of land tax, or sell a beast of burden because of a dirham in arrears.
This is because we are commanded to take what they voluntarily give." 14

A tradition attributed to the fourth imam, Zayn al-'Abidin, enjoins that
a Muslim consider the elders of the Muslim community as his father, their old
women as his mother, their youth as his brothers, and their children as his/her
own. It continues: "as for the dhimmah (i.e., ahl al-dhimmah) you should
accept from them only that which God has accepted from them. Do not
wrong them so long as they are faithful to God's covenant."\) This irenic
and wise counsel may be contrasted with a tradition attributed to the sixth
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imam, al-Sadiq, in explanation of the Prophetic hadith "There is no child
but that he is born with the fitrah (i.e., in a state of pure faith); thereafter his
parents turn him into a Jew, a Christian, or a Magian." The sixth imam com-
ments, "the Apostle of God gave (protection) and accepted the poll tax
(jizyah) from those people on the condition that they would not turn their
children into Jews or Christians. As for the descendants of ahl al-dhimmah,
today they have no dhimmah (covenant)."'" This being the case, a Muslim
should not have any dealings with a man of ahl al-dhimmah nor should he
show any amity toward him.17 The Qur'anic verses allowing intermarriage
between Muslims and the people of the Book, or in any way encouraging
social intercourse between members of the two communities, were either
declared abrogated by other verses or interpreted in ways that would give the
exact opposite sense from that intended by the text.18

A complicating factor in assessing the Shi'i attitude toward other com-
munities, including other Muslims, is the principle of taqiyyah (dissimu-
lation). The great scholar al-Tusi, the shaykh of the Shi'i community, uses the
principle of taqiyyah to harmonize contradictory traditions. Those hadiths
that agree with the actual text of the Qur'an and general Muslim views he
dismisses as being only concessions to prevailing sentiment, "the view of al-
'ammah (the general community)."1Y

It must be added that in other ways Shi'ism has shown an unusual
catholicity toward Judaism and Christianity, dictated by the universal prin-
ciple of the imamate. The mother of the twelfth imam was herself a Byzan-
tine Christian; through her an important spiritual link is established between
Christianity and Islam. It must be concluded that the harsh attitude of the
Shi'i community in its formative period probably does not represent the
imam's thought on the matter but the frustration of an oppressed minority.
It may also reflect the general situation in the fourth century of the hijrah
(tenth-eleventh century C.L), during which Shi'i hadith tradition was largely
codified.

In modern everyday speech, the word dhimmah has become synony-
mous with honor, decency, and truthfulness. One who is without dhimmah
is not a true human being; s/he is one who refuses to live within the dhimmah
that God decreed for humankind. Such a person refuses the divine covenant
of servanthood. As we have seen, the human dhimmah stands beneath the
divine dhimmah, which must not be violated. This is the meaning of the
injunction of the Prophet to the armies of the Muslim community who were
told not to presume themselves able to fulfill the dhimmah of God, and hence
not to invoke it in applying the imperfect standards of human justice. That
the human dhimmah must always be judged by the divine, primordial
dhimmah and challenged by its demand of justice and decency is beyond
doubt. In a sense, therefore, the people of dhimmah embodied this challenge,
as may be inferred from the statement attributed to 'Umar, the second caliph.
Yet as the term became reified into a technical legal concept, it lost its dimen-
sion of transcendence. Consequently, the people of dhimmah lost their chal-
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lenge as it became a legal and not a divine charge. The question of how well
or badly the Muslims treated their Jewish and Christian subjects as ahl al-
dhimmah is, to say the least, a complex one, which, in any case, must be
answered from within the historical realities of all three communities.
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The Miracle of Jesus

Muslim Reflections on the Divine Word

The human spirit in all its richness, its faith and hope, its love and creativ-
ity, is mirrored and indeed celebrated in the life of Jesus, who is "high hon-
ored in this and the next world" (Q. 3:45).' He was born in a lowly and
lonely spot of God's earth, far from the power centers of this world and its
empires.2 Yet his miraculous birth was celebrated in heaven, announced by
angels, and made the focus of human history. As we, Muslims and Chris-
tians, reflect on the life of Jesus and its meaning for our faith and history, we
can now more than ever before strive together to hear the voice of God chal-
lenging us through our scriptures to a greater understanding of God's will for
human creation.

Some of what I say in these reflections will be controversial, at least to
Muslim readers. I am motivated, however, not by controversy for its own
sake but by two Qur'anic challenges. The first calls us all, the people of the
Book, to come together to a common resolve that we worship God alone.
The challenge is for us to achieve a consensus of faith and to remind our-
selves, our nations, and our societies that our loyalty must be to God alone
and not to any human-made institutions: "Say, '0 people of the Book, come
to common terms as between us and you: that we worship none but God;
that we associate no partners with him; that we erect not for ourselves Lords
and patrons other than God'" (Q. 3:64).'

The second Qur'anic challenge is that of the infinity and openness of
God's Word, which transcends human comprehension and yet demands that
it be interiorized and understood anew by the people of faith in every age.
The Qur'an declares: "Were all the trees of the earth pens and the ocean
[were ink] supplemented by yet seven oceans like it, the words of God would
not be exhausted" (Q. 31:27).

Before reflecting on the miracle of Jesus in our two faith traditions, clar-
ification of the meaning of the word for "miracle" in the Qur'an and the
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Qur'anic view of miracles may be helpful. "Miracle" in the Qur'an is ayah,
that is, a divine sign. A miracle may therefore be a universal divine sign in
creation, such as the day and night and the creation of heaven and earth, the
winds that carry rain clouds by means of which God revives the earth, after
its death, and the seas that carry ships laden with goods for the benefit of
humankind (Q. 2:164).4 Another more inclusive meaning of the word ayah,
or sign, is the Word of God itself. It is either the Word revealed to humankind
with a challenge that it be accepted and lived by, or the creative word of
command (amr). This is the great miracle of creation and revelation.

Early in Muslim history, the concept of miracle took on important the-
ological and political significance. Then the burden of proof of God's elec-
tion of some faithful servants to be favored with the gift of prophethood or
nearness to God fell not only on God, where it ought to be, but on human
logic and rationality. Thus, Muslims took it upon themselves to explain
God's purposes. A miracle came to mean not a sign of God's infinite mercy
and power but an act or occurrence that violates the norms of the natural
order and of which none but God and God's prophets are capable.

I argue that the Qur'anic concept of miracle is far closer to the spirit of
Islam as an attitude of absolute surrender to Cod, than that which was
evolved later by Muslim theologians. The Qur'an makes frequent reference
to miracles. But a miracle must have a purpose. Never in the Qur'an do we
see a miracle simply as a show of power, even spiritual power; rather a mir-
acle must speak to the situation of the people. When, for example, Abraham
confronted a tyrannical king who thought of himself as God, Abraham man-
ifested God's will and power by being thrown into a fire that God made
"coolness and peace" for him (Q. 21:69). The purpose of the miracle was to
show that God has power over nature as well as over human folly and arro-
gance.

The miracles ascribed to Moses in the Qur'an have a similar purpose
and message. There again, a ruler of an admittedly great nation and of an
equally great civilization saw himself as God. The miracles of Moses were
designed to show that God is Lord. Thus, neither the magic nor the great civ-
ilization of Egypt would count for much before God. Indeed, the Qur'an
states clearly that Moses was not sent expressly to free the children of Israel
from Egypt, but primarily to call an arrogant king, pharaoh, and his people
to God.' This, moreover, was the mission of all the prophets of God accord-
ing to the Qur'an.

Jesus lived at a time when science began to grow into a systematized dis-
cipline. He lived after the rise of Greek medicine and the development of sci-
entific thinking through Greek philosophy, culminating in Plato, Aristotle,
and their successors. He, furthermore, lived among a people who were strug-
gling to formulate a universal eschatological worldview. Some, taking the
early books of their scriptures literally, denied the hereafter and the resur-
rection. Hence, the miracles of Jesus were miracles having to do with Iife-
its fullness, meaning, and purpose.
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Jesus is himself a divine sign, one to be celebrated with joy, marvel, and
faith. In the Qur'an as in the Gospel, the angels bring to Mary the glad tid-
ings of a great miracle-the unique birth of a unique child, the "Word of
God," the "Son of the Most High" (Q. 3:45; Luke 1:32-33).

Both the Gospel of Luke and the Qur'an begin their account of Jesus'
nativity with a genealogical narrative followed by a glorious annunciation to
Mary of a miraculous child with a unique mission. In the Gospel of Luke, the
angel says to her: "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the
Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called
holy, the Son of God" (1:35). I will return to the significance of the epithet
"Son of God" later.

In the Qur'anic narrative, the angel who appeared to Mary was sent to
her by God. He was the angel of revelation. The same angel who brought the
Word of God, the Qur'an, to Muhammad brought the Word of God, Jesus
Christ, to Mary: "I am the messenger of your Lord," he said, "come to
bestow upon you a pure child" (Q. 19:19).

We cannot fully appreciate the meaning of Jesus' birth without studying
it in the context of the sanctified life of his mother. Mary was, according to
the Qur'an, purified and chosen by God for God's special favor: "Remem-
ber when the angels said, '0 Mary, God has surely chosen you and purified
you; He has chosen you above the women of humankind'" (Q. 3:42).6 Only
as an unblemished virgin could she serve as a receptacle of the divine Word.
The parallel of Mary's sanctity and election with Muhammad's status as the
recipient of the Word of God in Muslim piety deserves further study.

The Qur'an first came to Muhammad not in the humdrum of Makkah
and Madinah but in the cave of Mount Hira, where the prophet was in seclu-
sion, preparing his mind and soul for the awesome task of receiving and
transmitting the Word of God to the world.? It was in the same solitude, in
the "easterly place," where Mary secluded herself from her people, that the
angel encountered her in a good, one might say handsome, human form (Q.
19: 16-17). According to tradition, the angel Gabriel often appeared to
Muhammad as a handsome man.B As the Prophet in the cave of Hira was
bewildered, so was Mary. She was afraid. But the angel reassured her. The
language in both the Gospel and Qur'an is one not of pure narrative but of
celebration. Surah 19, which recounts the birth of Jesus, has been one of the
most popular and beloved surahs of the Qur'an.

The miracle of life that is Jesus unfolds further as a life-giving and sanc-
tifying divine force. When Mary conceived him, the Qur'an relates, she with-
drew from her people. Was it only from a sense of embarrassment,
bewilderment, or shame that she shunned human society? Might it also have
been from a sense of gratitude for God's special favor that she wished for
solitude to try to fathom the great mystery that enveloped her? The beauti-
ful hymn of divine magnification (Luke 1:46-55) that Mary proclaimed in
answer to the angel's annunciation expresses exultation and gratitude to
God.
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There in the place of her seclusion, according to commentators, the
labors of childbirth brought her to a dried-up stump of a palm tree, which
God revived to bear fruit; commentators tell us that fruit was the best food
for women suffering the pangs of childbirth.~ As Mary struggled alone with
her emotions and the travails of childbirth, a voice from beneath her called
out, consoling and encouraging her. This voice is said by commentators to
have been that ofJesus. He comforted his mother, saying, "Do not grieve, for
your Lord has made a brook pleasantly to run beneath you. Shake the palm
tree, and it will drop ripe fruit down to you. Eat and drink and be con-
soled." 10

The miracles that the Qur'an attributes to Jesus during his ministry are
miracles of life and healing. Some are paralleled in non biblical traditions
contemporary with the Gospel records of Jesus' birth and infancy. Among
these is the miracle of fashioning birds of clay and breathing life into them
by God's permission. In the infancy Gospels this miracle is given as one of
the child Jesus trying to impress his playmates. I I In the Qur'an it is intended
to show God's power as the creator through the agency of the divine Word,
Jesus. The Qur'an credits Jesus alone among the prophets with raising the
dead, giving sight to those born blind (as the Arabic word akmah indicates),
and healing the lepers and the sick (Q. 3:49; 5:113).

I do not advocate that we accept the theology of one tradition and reject
that of the other. Rather, I wish to understand the meaning for our life of
faith of the Qur'an's insistence that it confirms the scriptures that came
before it, the Torah and the Gospel. This claim is based on the transcendent
and timeless unity of the Word of God, as all scriptures come from one
source: God.

"God brings you glad tidings of a word from Him whose name is Jesus
Christ," the angels said to Mary (Q. 3:45). It is worth noting that the word
kalimah is a feminine noun. The Qur'an is here speaking not of a name but
of an actual being, of the Word of God manifested in human life and history.
Is all this merely metaphorical or even metaphysical? Or is there not a mys-
tery far greater than we have been able to fathom for the last fourteen hun-
dred years?

The verses describing Jesus in the Qur'an are not without mystery. They
continue to challenge both Muslims and Christians to understand, however
imperfectly, God's will for us as people of faith. They challenge us to affirm,
or at least not to lose sight of, the humanity of Christ. "I am the worshipful
servant of God. He gave me the Book, and made me a prophet." In fact, was
not Christ's humanity and his servantship one of the greatest challenges to
the church? The humanity of Christ was one of the original doctrines of the
christology of the church. It was frequently invoked against Gnostic, docetic,
and other heresies that threatened the integrity of the Christian faith. This
doctrine, moreover, has continued to be the focus of the christological debate,
not only within the church but also between the church and the Muslim com-
munity. Muslims often remind Christians of the words of Jesus in the rourth
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Gospel: "Go to my brethren and say to them, I am ascending to my Father
and your father, to my God and your God" (John 20:17).

Who, then, is Jesus, the miracle of life, of love, and of healing? He is the
Word of God and the servant of God and the messenger of God. He is the
savior of us all, for what is salvation but healing? A savior is not simply one
who dies for the sins of others but also one who heals the sickness of the
human soul; one who infuses life into dead spirits by his own life and spirit.
The original meaning of salvation is "to be healed," "to be made whole-
some," "to be truly restored to life." This, according to the Qur'an, was the
mission of Jesus.

Jesus' close proximity or nearness (qurb) to God is affirmed in the
Qur'anic insistence that Jesus did not die but was taken up to God and remains
with God (Q. 3:54; 4:157).12 Hence, Jesus, who came to humanity as the Word
of God to heal and to save, to carry the process of divine revelation in human
history further-to make things easy, to make things that were unlawful law-
ful (Q. 3:50), subsists with God, awaiting a cosmic mission of healing and sal-
vation. According to Islamic tradition, Jesus will come again and exercise his
power of healing. He will forever destroy falsehood, as embodied in the Daj-
jal, the great falsifier, the anti-Christ. Then will God reign forever.

To return to the Qur'anic objection to calling Jesus the "Son of God":
the Qur'an criticizes Christians who attribute an offspring (walad) to God.
Only once, to my knowledge, does the Qur'an use the word ibn (son), and
there it uses it to chastise both the Jews and Christians-the Jews for saying
'''Uzayr is the Son of God," and the Christians for saying "Jesus is the Son
of God." 11 Ibn has several meanings and connotations. A youth whom the
Prophet brought up, Zayd bin Harithah, was called "the son, ibn, of the
Messenger of God." The word son is generally used to express a relationship
of love or care and not necessarily a physical or blood relationship.

Christians would certainly agree with Muslims that Jesus is not an off-
spring by generation, walad, of God, but that he is our brother and the older
son in the family of God of which we are all members. In this human fam-
ily are individuals and progenies chosen by God for a special mission.

The Qur'an presents us with the great challenge of seeing Jesus in this
wider context of humanity's relationship with God. It states: "God chose
Adam, Noah, the House of Abraham, and the House of Imran above all
beings. They are of one progeny, following one another" (Q. 3:33-34). Jesus
and his mother, as special members of this blessed progeny, symbolize the
unity of the human family around the prophetic mode!. If all prophets are
one family, then are we, their followers, not members of this family that God
has favored and blessed?

If we celebrate with joy God's miracle in Jesus Christ, the Word of God,
the words of the angels, "Peace on earth, and goodwill toward humankind,"
have a special meaning and relevance to our troubled world today. The mir-
acle of Jesus, like the miracle of the Qur'an, is not a once-only event but an
everlasting source of blessing, guidance, and salvation.
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Notes

1. In this verse Jesus is described as wajTh, meaning "high-honored," "notable,"
and, in this context, "being in the forefront among the peoples of this world and the
denizens of the world to come." He is also one of the muqarrabTn, meaning "brought
near both in intimacy and proximity to God."

2. While the Gospels stress the poor and humble circumstances of Jesus' birth,
the Qur'an emphasizes Mary's loneliness and total dependence on God's succor. The
nativity story in both scriptures, however, is one of celebration of a unique event of
God's intervention in human history. If read carefully, the Qur'anic and Gospel
accounts may be seen to complete and complement, rather than oppose or contradict,
each other. See Matt 1:18-2:11; Luke 1:26-2:20; and Q. 19:16-34.

3. This is one of several verses in the Qur'an where God directly enjoins the
Prophet as well as the Muslim community to deal with the people of the Book on the
basis of unity of faith in the One God and in the revealed books; see Q. 3: 113-15 and
esp. Q. 29:46.

4. God's omnipotence and wisdom are frequently recurring themes in the
Qur'an.

5. See, for example, Q. 79:15-26.
6. For the significance of Mary's election, see my commentary on this verse in

The Qur'an and Its Interpreters (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992),
2:122££.

7. In two of the earliest surahs of the Qur'an, the Prophet is commanded to
"recite," that is, publicly proclaim, and "warn" (see Q. 96:1 -5; 74: 1-2). For the inten-
sity of the experience of the encounter with the angel Gabriel, see Muhammad ibn
'Abdallah Khatib al-Tibrizi, Mishkat al-Masabih, translation with explanatory notes
by James Robson (Lahore: Shaikh Muhammad Ashraf, 1975), 1252-53.

8. The angel Gabriel is said to have appeared at times to the Prophet in the guise
of Dahya al-Kalbi, the most handsome young man of Makkah.

9. For example, see Ismai'il ibn 'Umar ibn Kathir's comments in Tafsir al-Qur'an
(Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1977),4:449-51.

10. Ibid; see also Q. 19:24-26.
11. See the Gospel of the Infancy of Jesus Christ 15: 1-6, in The Lost Books of

the Bible and the Forgotten Books of t:den (New York: Meridian Hooks, 1974),52-
53.

12. For a detailed discussion of Muslim views of the death and ascension of
Jesus to heaven, see "Towards an Islamic Christology II: The Death of Jesus, Reality
or Delusion," chap. 13 in the present volume.

13. For a study of the terms ibn and walad, see the essay "Jesus the Son of God:
A Study of the Terms Ibn and Walad in the Qur'an and TafsTr Tradition," chap. 11
in the present volume.
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Jesus the Son of God

A Study of the Terms Ibn and Walad
in the Qur'an and Tatslr Tradition

Jesus Christ, Son of Mary, the Spirit of God and His Word, has provided
both a bridge between Christian and Muslim faith and piety and a great the-
ological barrier between the Christian church and the Muslim ummah. For
Islamic faith, Jesus, like Adam, is a special creation of God, but unlike Adam,
he is free from sin. He is a "blessed" and righteous servant of God, "high-
honored in this and the next world, and one of those who are nearest to
God" (Q. 3:45).

For Muslim piety, Jesus is a model of true Islam, or total submission to
God. He lived in God's presence, free from all attachments to this world and
its vain pleasures. He is a source of hope and solace for the poor and
oppressed, and a stern reproach for the rich and greedy oppressors. For the
Sufis, the "friends of God," he is an example of true piety and trust in God,
and through his gracious miracles he embodies for all faithful Muslims God's
gift of life and healing.

This Jesus of faith and piety, the man who "went about doing good"
(Acts 10:38), feeding the hungry, healing the sick in heart and body, and
restoring dead brothers and sons to their bereft mothers and sisters (Luke
7: 12-17; John 11: 1-44), is the bridge linking the two communities in their
quest for faith and holiness. Jesus the "Christ," the "eternal logos," the
"Word made flesh," the "only-begotten Son of God" and second person of
the Trinity, has been the barrier separating the two communities and long
obscuring the meaning and significance of Jesus, the "Word of God," to
Muslim faith and theology. Doctrines such as the divinity of Jesus and the
Trinity have been the subject of sharp debate between Muslims and Chris-
tians, a debate that transcends the plane of human history and that will
finally be decided between God and Jesus on the Day of Resurrection (Q.
5:116-19).1

Previously published in Christian-Muslim Encounters, ed. Yvonne Y. Haddad and Wadi Z.
Haddad (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1995), 65-81. Reprinted with permission of
the University Press of Florida.
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I am convinced that this theological barrier is not an impenetrable wall
dividing our two communities. Rather, in the spirit of the divine challenge for
Muslims to seek harmony and concord with the people of the Book through
dialogue and "fair exhortation,"2 this wall could be transformed into a bea-
con of light guiding us all to God and the good. This essay is a humble
attempt to make a small breach in this wall.

The present essay will examine the theological significance of two impor-
tant Qur'anic terms: ibn and walad, both signifying a filial relationship. Ibn
("son"), which is used only once in the Qur'an in relation to Jesus, may be
understood metaphorically to mean "son" through a relationship of love or
adoption. The term walad, on the other hand, means "offspring," and thus
primarily signifies physical generation and sonship. It is this latter term that
is often used by Qur'an commentators to argue against the Christian concept
of Christ's divine sonship. The Qur'an, however, as we shall see when we
study these two terms closely, does not use the term walad specifically to
refer to Jesus. That is to say, the Qur'an nowhere accuses Christians of call-
ing Jesus the walad offspring of God.

The purpose of this endeavor is twofold. It is first to stress the need to
take our scriptures seriously in what they say and not to use one as a crite-
rion to judge the truth and authenticity of the other. This does not mean that
we should treat our scriptures as isolated sacred texts completely divorced
from their own time and history. God speaks to us in our historical and exis-
tential human condition, and to attempt to hear His voice in isolation from
human history is to miss the essential message of His Word.

The second purpose is to reflect on the situation to which the Qur'an
seems to have addressed its critique of the Christian doctrine of the divine
sonship of Christ. If, as we may well discover, the historical situation that the
Qur'an presupposed in its primary address no longer obtains, then the chal-
lenge for us all is to go beyond that situation and seek other and deeper
meanings of God's Word to our own existential situation.

To do full justice to this subject is far beyond the scope of this study. I
shall therefore limit myself to the Qur'an and some of its representative
commentators. Before turning to these, however, a few remarks on God's
role in the conception of Christ as presented in the Gospel and the Qur'an
are necessary. Before examining more closely the language that grew out of
the Qur'anic account for Muslims, we shall as well take a brief look at a
classical Arab-Christian theologian for a concrete example of the language
Arab Christians used to translate the Gospel account. It is hardly necessary
to argue that neither the Qur'an nor early Muslim traditionists were aware
of the theological doctrines of the church fathers and church councils in their
debate with Christians, but they were aware of Christian piety, liturgy, and
worship.

The language of the two scriptures is highly symbolic and allegorical.
The Gospel of Luke, which is our primary source on the nativity of Christ,
analogous to the Qur'an, describes the conception of Jesus thus: "'The spirit
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of the Lord shall come upon you,' the angel said to Mary, 'and the power of
the Highest shall overshadow you: therefore also that holy thing (hagion)'
which shall be born of you shall be called the Son of God'" (Luke 1:35).4

The language of this verse is clearly circumspect. It implies no sexual
union or divine generation of any kind. Furthermore, while Luke's descrip-
tion agrees both in form and spirit with the Qur'anic idea of the conception
of Christ, the language of the Qur'an is far more graphic and open to inter-
pretation.

The Qur'an makes two references to God's direct intervention in the con-
ception of Jesus. The first is put in the context of the miraculous birth of John
(Yahya) to Zechariah and his wife, who was long past the age of childbear-
ing. God says, "We answered his prayers and granted him Yahya and restored
for him his spouse. They were surely diligent in the performance of good
deeds and called upon Us in fervent hope and fear. They truly lived in awe of
Us." Then of Mary He continues, "And she who guarded well [lit., fortified]
her chastity [lit., generative organ], and thus We breathed into her of our
spirit, and We made her and her son a sign [or miracle, ayah I for all beings"
(Q. 21:90-91). Here God includes Mary among the prophets and the righ-
teous, those who call upon Him in fervent devotion and righteous fear.

In the second instance the Qur'an speaks of Mary as a righteous woman
who lived in strict chastity and obedience to God: "And Mary daughter of
'Imran who guarded well her generative organ (farjaha), and thus We
breathed into it of our spirit" (Q. 66:12). This bold and graphic statement
appears to have shocked traditionists and commentators, so that most of
them either tried to cover it up with different and farfetched significations or
glossed over it without comment.

AI-Tabari, and following him a number of other commentators, inter-
prets the verse as follows: "God means to say that she guarded her bosom
with her garment from Gabriel, peace be upon him." AI-Tabari then
explains: "Any opening or hole in a chemise is called farj. Likewise, any
crack or opening in a wall is a farj." Thus al-Tabari interprets the verse to
read: '''and thus We breathed' into the opening of her chemise which is her
farj 'of our spirit' of Gabriel who is the 'spirit."')

Ibn Kathir interprets the phrase "guarded well her generative organ" to
mean "safeguarded and protected it. Guarding well il;san signifies chastity
and high birth." He comments on the phrase "and thus We breathed into it
of our spirit" thus: "that is, through the angel Gabriel. This is because God
sent him to her, and he took for her the form of a man of good stature (Q.
19: 17). God commanded him to breathe into the breast of her chemise. His
breath went down and penetrated her generative organ, and thus caused her
to conceive Jesus."6 Ibn Kathir, like al- Tabari and all other commentators
and traditionists, insists on God's transcendence; hence, it is inconceivable
that He would directly intervene in such intimate human affairs. Ibn Kathir
also tries to harmonize later Muslim tradition with the Qur'an without
resorting to a radical interpretation of the sacred text.
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The Malikite jurist al-Qurtubi observes that early tafsTr authorities held
that by farj God here meant "bosom," jayb. This, he argues, is because "God
said, 'and thus We breathed,' for Gabriel breathed into her bosom not into
her generative organ." AI-Qurtubi further reports that the reading (qira'ah)
of Ubayy is, "and thus We breathed into her bosom of our spirit." Al-
Qurtubi concludes: "It is possible that the verse means that Mary safe-
guarded her generative organ, and that God breathed the spirit into her
bosom." He interprets the phrase "and We breathed" to mean: "We sent
Gabriel and he breathed into her bosom of our spirit, that is one of our spirit,
which is the spirit of Jesus."7

Abu Ja'far al-Tusi, the jurist doctor of the Shi'i community, as well as his
well-known disciple al-Tabarsi, read the words "We breathed into it" liter-
ally. AI-Tusi says, "It has also been held that Gabriel breathed into Mary's
generative organ, then God created Christ in it." AI-Tabarsi reports yet
another interpretation which he obviously does not accept: "It is said that the
verse means, 'We created Jesus in her womb and breathed into him the spirit,
and thus he became a living person.'" This reading rests on the fact that both
farj and masT~ (Christ) are masculine. Hence, the word fThi (into him/it)
could refer to either. This interpretation is perhaps meant to dissociate both
God and Gabriel from the impurities of human generation. S

It is noteworthy that contemporary commentators have nothing signif-
icant to say about this verse. The late Iranian religious scholar Muhammad
Husayn Tabataba'i simply observes that Mary is the only woman mentioned
by name in the Qur'an, and that she is mentioned in over thirty surahs. The
assertion, moreover, that Mary "guarded well her chastity" is meant to exalt
her above the calumnies of the Jews. This is also the view of Sayyid Qutb.~

The language of both the Gospel and the Qur'an is poetic and celebra-
tive, not scholastic, or even, strictly speaking, theological. In both, this mar-
velous event is announced as glad tidings to Mary and linked to prophetic
history as a miracle of special significance. In both scriptures, it is God and
not an angel who manifests His power directly in the conception and birth
of Christ.10 God breathed His spirit into Adam directly, II and this gave him
priority over the rest of His creation. God also declares, using the "We" of
majesty, that He directly breathed of His spirit into Mary, thus making her
and her child a divine sign for humankind, and making the miraculous child
a manifestation of divine mercy.

From the foregoing it must be concluded that the Gospel and the Qur'an
are speaking about the same Christ, the "son of Mary," child of God, His
Word and spirit. Furthermore, neither the Qur'an nor the Gospel nativity
story implies that God had a female consort in Mary, or a physically engen-
dered son in Christ. But have the two theological and scholastic traditions
been speaking about the same Jesus?

The question posed here has concerned Muslim and Christian thinkers
from the beginning and has thus produced a vast and fascinating body of
literature on both sides. We shall choose one Christian savant, theologian,
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and cleric as representative of the classical Syro-Arabic Christian tradition.
In his interesting work Maymar fi wujud al-khaliq wa ai-din al-qawim,12
Theodore Abu Qurrah attempts, in the spirit of reasonable and "fair dia-
logue," to prove God's attributes of engendering (wiladah) and procession or
emanation (inhithaq). His argument rests on an analogy not between Adam
and Christ but rather between Adam and God. It is an unusual argument.

Abu Qurrah begins by asserting that God's existence can be known, or
inferred, from Adam's existence. He then contrasts the nature of the two:
Adam is finite but God is infinite in life, power, knowledge, and all the other
attributes that He shares with Adam. Adam, moreover, was a creature of
God; hence all his attributes or excellences over other earthly creatures were
bestowed upon him by the creator.

The most excellent attributes that Adam possessed are wiladah,
engendering; inhithaq, emanation or procession; and ri'asah, headship. He
thus argues: "We saw that Adam did engender [another being] who was like
him in nature, and proceeded, or issued forth, inhathaqa from him [another
being]. We also saw that he was head over the one [Evel who was like him.
Since, therefore, Adam was a progenitor, and was head of her who issued
forth from him, it follows that He who made him progenitor and head must
necessarily Himself be father and head over him who is like Him." Abu Qur-
rah again contrasts the essential differences between Adam and God. Adam
engendered his son through a female by means of sexual union and brought
him up. Eve came out of Adam's body, and thus diminished him. Moreover,
Adam preceded both his spouse and sons, and his headship over them is not
one of like nature and desires between him and them.

Abu Qurrah continues:

On the other hand, God's engendering of His son was from Him,
and in like manner was the procession of His Holy Spirit. There was
no female, sexual union, conception, or rearing; nor was any prior-
ity in time among them. Rather, from eternity they all were together.
God's headship, moreover, over those who are of Him presupposes
no difference among them. Rather they are like Him in nature, will,
eternity and desire (hawa'). There is no difference whatsoever
among them except one is father and the other begotten, and the
third issued forth. The father among them is also the Godhead.

Abu Qurrah further argues that it is by means of the attributes of engen-
dering and headship that Adam was distinguished from the dumb beasts and
other lowly creatures. If therefore God does not possess these two excel-
lences, then Adam is more excellent than God. Nor is it rational to suppose
that Adam was head over those who were like him, but God is head of all
creatures. If neither Adam nor any other human being would accept to be
head of swine, beasts, and bedbugs, then how can we describe God as head
of such creatures? Nor can it be said that God is only head of angels and
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humankind because His nature is more different from human nature than is
that of the lowliest creatures.

Abu Qurrah concludes: "God, blessed and exalted be He, is without
doubt head or chief. He is not, moreover, the head of all creatures, but the
head of those who are like Him. He thus begot a son, and a spirit proceeded
out of Him. He is therefore like Adam and Adam is like Him in engendering
and headship." This mystery, Abu Qurrah asserts, fulfills God's word: "So
God created man in His own image, in the image of God he created him"
(Gen 1:27 RSV).13

It can be clearly seen from the foregoing that Christian theology, and
this may be asserted of creed and liturgy as well, has used human language
to describe divine activity. It went far beyond the third evangelist in speak-
ing of Jesus as the actual Son of God. Abu Qurrah's language in particular
would leave no doubt in the mind of a Muslim reader that Jesus is the Son
of God, engendered by Him from eternity. For, while Abu Qurrah uses ibn
for son, he always uses the verb walada, "to engender," or "give birth to,"
when speaking of God the father and Jesus His Son. In fact, this direct lan-
guage remains the language of Syro-Arabic liturgy and worship to this day.

As we shall see presently, on the basis of the Gospel and the Qur'an the
disagreement between Christians and Muslims is not over the divine sonship
of Christ, figuratively speaking, but over his divinity. This is understandable,
for christology remains the foundation stone of the church and the greatest
challenge to her unity and faith.

As has already been observed, the term ibn with reference to Jesus as Son
of God occurs only once in the Qur'an. We have also noted that this term has
both an actual and metaphorical or figurative connotation. This fact has been
recognized by most commentators. Two issues will concern us in this discus-
sion. The first is the source or origin of this concept, in the view of Qur'an
commentators, and the second, its significance to Christian faith and history.

The term in question occurs in verse 30 of Surah 9, which is one of the
latest surahs of the Qur'an. The verse, furthermore, is part of a crucial pas-
sage that regulates the socio-political and religious relations of an already
well established Muslim state with the communities of the Book, partiCll-
larly Jews and Christians. The tone of the entire passage is highly polemical;
this is reflected especially in later commentaries, which in turn reflect the
political and military tensions between Christendom and the world of Islam.
There is as well a broader religious and moral dimension to this debate which
is clearly discernible in the verse under discussion as well as the one follow-
ing it. The two verses read: "The Jews say 'Uzayr [Ezra? I is the Son of God,
and the Christians say Christ is the Son of God. That is their saying with
their own mouths; they resemble the saying of those who rejected faith before
them. God curse them, how they perpetrate falsehood! They took their rab-
bis and monks as lords instead of God, as well as Christ the son of Mary. Yet
they were commanded to worship the One God, there is no god but Him;
glorified is He over all that they associate with Him."
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With regard to this alleged error, commentators relate the following tale:
When Jesus was taken up to heaven 14 his "true followers" lived by the true
religion. They fasted during the month of Ramadan and prayed facing the
Ka'bah. In other words, they were Muslims. Then arose many wars between
them and the Jews.

Among the Jews lived a brave man called Bulus (Paul) who persecuted
the Christians and killed many of them. Paul one day said to his fellow Jews:
"If Jesus had the truth, then we have been rejecters of faith, and our abode
shall be the Fire. We shall surely be losers if they enter Paradise and we be
consigned to Hell. I wi 11 therefore deceive them and lead them astray."

To this end he hamstrung his horse and threw dust on his head, pre-
tending remorse. He claimed that a voice addressed him from heaven, say-
ing, "No repentance will be accepted from you unless you become a
Christian. "

Christians believed him and took him to their church where he remained
for a whole year, never leaving the sanctuary. There he learned the Gospel,
and all Christians believed him. He then went to Jerusalem and left a man
called Nastur (Nestorius) as his representative over his followers.

Paul then began to teach his followers that Jesus, God, and Mary were
three gods. He sent emissaries to Byzantine territories to teach the people
that Jesus had a divine and a human nature.15 He also taught that Jesus was
not a man or a body; rather, he was God. He propagated this doctrine
through another of his emissaries, called Jacob. He chose a third represen-
tative, a man called Maika, and taught him that Jesus was, is, and will for-
ever be God.

Paul told each of the three men, "You are my representative; go forth,
therefore, and call others to your belief." Having thus completed his scheme,
Paul then told his followers, "I saw Jesus in a dream, and he was pleased
with me. I shall therefore sacrifice myself for his pleasure." He thus went to
the altar and slew himself. 16

The purpose of this tale is to explain the origin of the three major East-
ern Christian sects: the Jacobites, Nestorians, and Melkites, as the names of
the three men indicate. The assertion that early Christians were actually mus-
lims reflects, first, the high place that Christ occupies in Muslim faith and
piety and, second, the persistent belief that Christianity is essentially a true
religion. For this reason many commentators, even recent ones, insist that not
all Christians say that "Jesus is the Son of God."17It must also be remarked
that a number of commentators seriously doubted the truth of this tale. Thus
al-Alusi, for instance, remarks that this is "a strange [tale] which can hardly
be true."IX

It was earlier observed that this debate has a political dimension which
is clearly reflected, according to changing circumstances, in different
commentaries. Ibn Kathir, who lived in Syria in the aftermath of the Cru-
sades, puts the verse squarely in its polemical framework. He says, "This is
an incitement by God of the people of faith to fight with the rejecters of faith
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of the Jews and Christians for uttering such evil words and for their calumny
against God. "19

Fakhr ai-Din al-Razi, a noted theologian/philosopher and Qur'an
commentator who lived closer in time if not in place to the Crusades, goes
even further in his invective against this concept and those who suhscribe to
it:

There is no meaning to association (shirk) except if a person takes
another object of worship beside God. If we were to ponder well
this point, we would surely see that the rejection of faith of idol-
worshippers is less serious than that of the Christians. This is
because an idol-worshipper does not say that his idol is the creator
or god of the universe. Rather he regards it as an ohject which would
bring him nearer to God. Christians, on the other hand, profess
divine incarnation (I;ula!) and union (ittil;ad), and this is the worst
kind of rejection of faith.

Thus, Razi continues:

God favored the Christians with the acceptance of the jizyah or poll
tax from them because they allied themselves outwardly to Moses
and Jesus and claimed to live by the Torah and the Gospel. Hence,
because of these two great apostles and their two great scriptures,
and because the forefathers of these Jews and Christians followed
the true religion, God decreed acceptance of the jizyah from them.
Otherwise, there is in reality no difference between them and the
associators.2o

In spite of his harsh denunciations, Razi was a rationalist theologian
who did not accept easy answers and thus generally gave his opponents a
fair hearing. He asks rhetorically how all Christians could come to helieve
in this concept when neither Jesus nor his disciples could have uttered such
a falsehood? Razi was not convinced by the Paul story. He rather says, "I
helieve it to be nearer to the truth to say that perhaps the word son (ibn)
occurs in the Gospel to denote high honor, as the word khalrl (intimate friend
of God) denotes high honor.21 Then, because of the enmity hetween Jews
and Christians, the latter wishing to exalt Jesus by claiming a similar false-
hood to that of the Jews, they exaggerated their claim and interpreted the
word son literally to signify actual sonship. This idea was accepted by the
foolish among them, and thus did this false belief spread among the follow-
ers of Jesus; but God knows best the truth of the matter. "22

The view that the word ibn is used metaphorically in the Gospel to
express a relationship of love and intimacy is shared by most commentators.
Some have even concluded that Christians misunderstood their own scrip-
tures. Al-Alusi, who was a well-known Sufi and thus more prone to look for
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mystical inner meanings in all scriptures, says, "It seems to me that Christians
found the term ibn used for Jesus and the word father for God in their
Gospel, and erred in their understanding of what is actually intended by these
terms, hence they said what they said. "23

Muhammad Mahmud Hijazi, a more recent commentator, blames this
grave misunderstanding on foreign ideas and philosophies. "Ancient Chris-
tians used this term to express love and high honor. But when pagan philos-
ophy spread among them, they began to apply it literally claiming that Christ
was the Son of God, or that he was God. They are, moreover, all agreed that
a unitarian rnuwahhid is not a Christian."24

The well-known reformer Muhammad Rashid Rida in his Tafsir al-
Manar devotes much space to this verse. He uses as one of his primary
sources the Arabic encyclopedia of the famous Christian thinker Butrus al-
Bustani. Rida agrees that ancient Christians used the word ibn to denote one
who is beloved or especially favored by God. They were, however, influenced
in their error by Indian beliefs concerning Krishna, and other such heathen
ideas. Under the influence of Greek philosophy, church councils, three hun-
dred years after Christ, and his disciples formulated the doctrine of the Trin-
ity. Rida insists, however, that there are many Christian thinkers who have
rationally rejected the Trinity, and thus are true unitarians. He may have
heard of the Unitarians or perhaps other nineteenth-century Western critics
of the Trinity.2\ Sayyid Qutb, who was one of the sharpest critics of the West
and of Western civilization, also argued that the idea of divine sonship has
no basis in either original Judaism or Christianity.26

Whereas the term ibn occurs only once in the Qur'an and clearly refers
to Jesus, the term walad occurs fifteen times, although only two refer to Jesus
directly. Moreover, the majority of these verses are referred by most
commentators to the Makkan Arabs who claimed that their goddesses Allat,
al-'Uzza, and Manat were daughters of God and that angels were also His
daughtersY Thus Jews and Christians are often added by implication.

It must he further ohserved that in most cases the Qur'an uses the verh
ittakhadha (took unto Himself) rather than begot, or any other verb sug-
gesting actual generation. The verb ittakhadha, if anything, implies a rela-
tionship of adoption. Yet most commentators argue strenuously against
attrihuting an offspring to God, this being allegedly an erroneous Jewish and
Christian belief.

As we review some of these verses it will become clear that both the
Qur'an and its exegetes are actually arguing for God's absolute Oneness and
transcendence. Moreover, since the three most immediately known commu-
nities-the Jews, Christians, and non-Muslim Arabs-were accused of this
form of associationism, then by analogy the concepts of God's transcendence,
tanzrh, and Oneness, tawhrd, came to distinguish Muslims from all other
communities. While this conclusion is nowhere stated, it seems to be behind
the arguments of hoth the Qur'an and its interpreters.

Finally, before we turn to the verses themselves, it must be observed that
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the language in most of them is the same. They contrast God's transcendence,
omnipotence, origination of all things, and sovereignty over all His creation
with human non-self-sufficiency, and hence the need for offspring.2x

The Qur'an declares, "They say that God took unto Himself an off-
spring; glorified be He! Rather to Him belongs whatever is in the heavens
and the earth; all are subservient to Him. The originator of the heavens and
the earth, when He decrees a thing He says to it 'be,' and it is" (Q. 2: 116-
17). These two verses are typical of the Qur'anic arguments against the error
of ascribing offspring to God. It may be that the emphasis on God's power
to create ex nihilo through His word of command, kun, led commentators
to include the Christians in their critique. Otherwise, the two verses just cited
constitute an independent statement following a reference to the direction of
prayer. Some commentators relate the two verses to verse 114, which
reproaches those who bar people from entering God's places of worship and
seek to destroy such places. This surely cannot at that time have referred to
the Christians.

Al-Tabari nevertheless simply states, "These are the Christians who
claim that Jesus is the Son of God." He then advances the following argu-
ment against this claim: "How could Jesus be an offspring (walad) of God
when he must be in one of these places, either in the heavens or in the earth.
Yet to God belongs all that is in them." Then addressing the Christians
directly, al-Tabari continues, "If Christ was a son as you claim, he would
not have been like all the other subservient creatures of God which are in the
heavens and the earth in manifesting God's handiwork in him."2Y

Ibn Kathir regards the two verses under discussion as a refutation of the
claims of Christians, Jews, and the "associators" among the Arabs. Ibn
Kathir generally repeats al-Tabari's argument but in somewhat stronger lan-
guage. He argues, "An offspring is engendered by two compatible beings.
But God, exalted and blessed be He, has no equal or partner in His greatness
and majesty. Since, moreover, He has no consort, how could He have an off-
spring?"

Ibn Kathir concludes his critique with two hadith traditions stressing the
gravity of such an error. The first is a hadrth qudsl (prophetic hadith or
report of divine utterances) in which God says, "The children of Adam have
uttered lies about me, yet they had no reason. They have insulted me and
they had no right to do so. As for their lies, it is their saying that I cannot
bring them back to life as they were before. Their insult is their saying that
I have an offspring. Far glorified am I above having a consort or offspring."
The second is a prophetic hadith in which the Prophet is reported to have
said, "No one is more patient with the hurt He hears from human beings
than God. They ascribe to Him offspring, and yet He provides for them and
grants them sound health." 30

A good example of the argument from transcendence is stated by the
Andalusian jurist and Qur'an commentator al-Qurtubi. He first argues that
the verse applies to all Jews, Christians, and Makkans. He continues, "Far
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exalted is God above their claim that He took unto Himself an offspring.
He is God the Exalted, one in His essence and attributes. He did not engen-
der, so that He would need a female consort, and how could He have an off-
spring when He has no consort? He created all things, nor was He begotten
so that other things preceded Him, high exalted is His majesty above what
the wrongdoers and deniers say."

AI-Qurtubi then advances the usual argument, namely, that "God is the
creator of all that exists in His creation, and if all is His creation, then none
of His creatures can be His offspring: waladiyyah (engendering), implies
sameness of species and temporality; while qidam (eternality), implies unic-
ity (wihdaniyyah) and permanence. God, glorified be He, is eternal (azalT),
the One and 'Unique (ahad), eternal refuge (~amad), who does not beget,
nor was he begotten. Nor is there anyone equal unto Him' (Q. 112). Fur-
thermore, sonship clearly contradicts slavehood (riqq) and subservience.
How can an offspring be a slave? This is impossible, and anything which
implies an impossibility is itself impossible."3!

Few among the commentators here studied see a difference between itti-
khadh, "taking something unto oneself," and actual engendering. The Turko-
Persian Sufi Isma'il Haqqi discusses this important difference thus: "Taking
something unto oneself can mean either making or creating such a thing, in
which case [the maker is one and unique], or it means making, that is to say,
God made one of His creatures a child and claimed that he is His child, not
that He engendered him in reality. As it is impossible for God to engender in
reality, it is likewise impossible for Him to adopt or take unto Himself a
child. Thus God elevated Himself above what they say about Him in His
saying, 'glorified is He.'''11

Abu Ja'far al-Tusi argues in a scholastic fashion that this verse indicates
the impossibility of God having a child in any way. This, he argues, is because
"if all that is in the heavens and the earth is His possession, then both Jesus
and the angels who are brought near to Him are slaves under His dominion.
A child must by necessity be of the same genus as his father, but the object
of an act is never of the same genus as the subject. Every corporeal being is
an object of God's act. There is therefore no one like Him in any way. Exalted
be He above the attributes of His creatures. "33

The great theologian-philosopher Fakhr aI-Din al-Razi advances several
scholastic arguments against the possibility of God engendering or in any
way having offspring. The first is the argument from necessity and contin-
gency. God alone necessarily exists in Himself, and the existence of all else
is contingent on Him. Moreover, God alone is eternal and all else is created
in time. "It therefore follows that everything other than God is created in
time, and hence preceded by non being. This also means that all things came
into being through God's creative act and His power of bringing things from
non being into being. From this it follows that everything other than God is
His slave and possession. It is therefore impossible that anything other than
He be His offspring."
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AI-Razi's second argument is that of eternity and temporality. "This
being which is ascribed to God as His offspring must be eternal. If he is eter-
nal, then it matters not which of the two we regard as father and which as
son. If, on the other hand, the child is temporal, then he was created by him
who is eternal, and is therefore his slave, and thus cannot be his child."14

AI-Alusi sums up most of the arguments so far discussed and others as
well in the following brief commentary on the statement "To Him belongs
whatever is in the heavens and the earth":

This is a refutation of their claim and an explanation of the things
which follow from that erroneous claim, namely: likening IGod the
eternal] to temporal phenomena of human generation and beget-
ting, and the need of the father for a child who would fulfill his need,
as well as the inevitable passing away of all composite beings which
are dependent on one another. For the wisdom in human generation
is to preserve the human species through the continuous succession
of its examples. This is because no one individual can last forever.
All this is impossible for God, for He is eternal and everlasting,
absolutely self-sufficient, most exalted above resembling His crea-
tures.'5

Sayyid Qutb always sought to relate early Muslim history to present
realities. He thus argues that this erroneous belief was held by all three com-
munities, Jews, Christians, and Makkan Arabs, all of which are represented
today by international crusadism, Zionism, and communism. The original
source of such ideas was Greek philosophy, the Muslim champions of which
introduced into Islam ideas alien to it. Islam draws an absolute distinction
between the creator and all created things. Yet ideas such as Ibn al-'Arabi's
wal;dat al-wujud, "unity of being," can easily accommodate notions of
divine sonship.,6

We have discussed these two verses at some length because, although
they do not refer to Jesus, commentators have used them to advance most of
their arguments against the view that God may beget or in any way have a
child. There is no need for us in the limited scope of this essay to study each
of the remaining occurrences of the term walad. Two, however, do call for
some attention because they refer directly to the Christian belief in Christ's
divine sonship. In the first, God reproaches the Christians for holding such
an extreme position in their faith. In the second, Jesus counsels his people not
to hold such a view:

o people of the Book, do not exceed the proper bounds in your
faith, and speak only the truth about God. Christ Jesus, the son of
Mary, was only a messenger of God and His Word which He sent
forth to Mary, and a spirit from Him. Accept faith, therefore, in God
and His messengers, and do not say three. Desist, and it will be bet-
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ter for you. God is only one God, glory be to Him that He should
have an offspring. To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and the
earth, and God is a sufficient guardian. (Q. 4:171)

It must be noted that the Qur'an declares the Christian belief in the Trin-
ity to be an extremist religious position. The matter of God having a child is
mentioned only in passing as part of this extremism in faith. The verse fur-
ther asserts that Jesus, Mary's child, is God's Word which He "sent forth,"
or cast, into Mary, as the word alqaha seems to suggest. Here again, what is
God's role in the conception and birth of Christ? Commentators unfortu-
nately have not pondered this question.

Al-Tabari comments briefly on the verse as follows: "God is not as you
say, you who claim that God is the third of three. This is because he who has
an offspring is not God. Likewise, it is not possible that he who has a con-
sort can be a god worthy of worship. Rather, God to whom belongs true
Divinity and worship is one God alone worthy of worship. He has no off-
spring, progen itor, consort, or partner." 37

AI-Zamakhshari presents the following brief but interesting exegesis:
"Jesus is called 'Word of God' and 'word from Him' because he came into
being only through God's word and His command without the intervention
of a father or sperm. He is also called 'the spirit of God' and 'a spirit from
Him' because he is possessed of a spirit and a body, and because he came into
being not through a part of one possessed of a spirit, such as a sperm which
proceeds from a living father. Rather, Jesus was a special original creation,
originated (ukhturi'a ikhtira'an) by God in His power."

Al-Zamakhshari interprets the word alqaha, "sent it forth," to mean
"He caused it to reach Mary and be in her." Following a brief analysis of the
doctrine of the Trinity, al-Zamakhshari concludes, "God called Jesus son of
Mary to affirm that he is her child, and not the Son of God."3x

After repeating the usual argument that Jesus cannot be God's offspring
because he is part of His creation, al-Qurtubi adds with rhetorical sarcasm,
"If it is possible for God to have one offspring, then why not many? Thus
anyone in whom is wrought a divine miracle would be a child of God. "3~

For al-Tabarsi, God's Oneness is the word of truth which Christians are
enjoined to "speak about God." He says, "Say that He, exalted be his
majesty, is One without associate, consort or offspring. Say not of Jesus that
he is the Son of God, or that he is like Him because this is not 'speaking the
truth.'''4IJ

While earlier commentators saw a special creation in Jesus as "the Word
of God," more recent ones have consistently attempted to play down any
distinction between Jesus and the rest of humankind. For example, al-Tabarsi
reports that some say the meaning of the phrase "and His Word which He
sent forth to Mary" is "He created it in her womb."41 The contemporary
Egyptian thinker Muhammad Mahmud Hijazi, as a good representative of
this modern trend, says, "Every birth of a child has one manifest cause which
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is the coming together of two people of the opposite sex, and a real cause
which is the will of God expressed in His word 'be.' Since in the case of Jesus
the first cause does not apply, there is no doubt that he was created through
the second cause which is the word 'be' which God conveyed to Mary
through the angel Gabriel."

Hijazi further argues that Jesus is not the spirit of God but he was
strengthened by a spirit from God. "It is a spirit which God brought into
being, and not a part of Him, as Christians have understood it. Otherwise
everything would be part of God." The author then blames the church for
deviating from original Christianity which was founded on faith in the One
and only God.42

Muhammad Rashid Rida addresses more directly than any other
commentator the question why the term walad is used in the Qur'an to cri-
tique the Christian belief in the divine sonship of Christ rather than the term
ibn, which is more commonly used by Christians to express their belief. "The
reason for this choice," he argues, "is to show that if they intend actual son,
then this son must be a child born through the insemination of his mother
by his father, and this cannot be said of God. But if they mean son in the
metaphorical rather than the true sense, as the term is used in the books of
the Old and New Testaments to refer to Israel, David, the peacemakers and
others of the righteous, then it has nothing to do with divinity, nor would
Jesus have any special status." Rida then compares Jesus with Adam, Eve,
and the angels, all of whom came into being without the process of human
generation, and concludes, "They are all God's servants and His creatures. "4.1

The last instance I wish to consider in this study is not without diffi-
culty. The relevant passage reads, "This is Jesus, the word of truth concern-
ing whom they are in doubt. It is not for God to take a child unto Himself;
glory be to Him, when He decrees a matter He says to it 'be,' and it is. God
is surely my Lord and your Lord, so worship Him. This is a straight way"
(Q. 19:34-36).

These three verses raise many crucial questions. How are we to under-
stand the statement "This is Jesus, the word of truth"? Is Jesus himself "the
word of truth," or is what the Qur'an says about him the word of truth?
Does the doubt-and hence conflict and arid debate-that has characterized
Muslim and Christian relationship with Christ concern him or the "word of
truth"? Finally, is the Prophet Muhammad or Jesus the Christ counseling us
all to worship God our Lord?

These and many other questions have not concerned Qur'an commen-
tators. To repeat what they have said in interpretation of this passage is to
repeat the same arid and by now all-tao-familiar debate.

The Qur'an and the Gospel are both agreed that God is God, the Lord
of all His creation. They both affirm that "His will is done" in His universe.
Jesus himself insisted that not his will but the will of Him who sent him must
be done. What then is the message of the Qur'an in its insistence that God
alone is God?
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The words with which I began this essay, and with which I will conclude
it, enjoin that God alone should be worshipped: "They took their rabbis and
monks as lords instead of God," and yet, "they were enjoined to serve God
alone" (Q. 9:31). Were the Qur'an to speak to today's Muslims directly, it
might add, their 'ulama'; their imams; their politicians; their ideologies; and
even "their religion." The message of these verses is not meant for Chris-
tians only but for Muslims as well. For Christians, it is to remind them that
God alone is God. As for Muslims, it is to remind them that the Truth is
God.
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Toward an Islamic Christology I

An Image of Jesus in Early
Shi'i Muslim Literature

Introduction

It is hoped that this essay will be the first of a series of studies presenting the
rich and varied images of Christ in Islamic piety. Such an undertaking would,
we trust, present a definite view of Christ in Islam that may be considered as
yet another, and legitimate, christology, albeit a christology that is outside the
Christian tradition.

By christo logy is meant not a theological formulation analogous to the
christologies of the early church, but, rather, an understanding of the role of
Christ within the divine plan of human history, of Christ the man, one of
the servants of God, but also of Christ, the Word of God, His spirit and
exalted friend. These ideas are clearly stated in the Qur'an and thus provide
the basic framework of the image of the Christ of Muslim piety. I wish to
argue, however, that the Qur'an alone is not a sufficient source for the under-
standing of Christ in Islam. Hence, it may be more profitable to study the
Christ of Islamic piety with the Qur'anic background in mind, but without
taking the Qur'anic view as the one and only static view of Christ. Indeed,
the Christ of Muslim piety has continued to be a living personality, humble
and pious, forever thundering against the wrongs of society, and full of wis-
dom and the Holy Spirit.

I shall, in the following pages, first present my own approach and indi-
cate the results we hope it will yield. Then I shall discuss briefly the unique
case of Shi'i Islam, which presents its own interesting kind of christology.
Finally, a brief discussion of the sources will introduce the two texts trans-
lated below which constitute the central concern of this study.

Previously published in The Muslim World (,(" no. 3 (July 197(,): I G)-XX. Reprinted hy
permission.
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Scope, Method, and Sources

"What think ye of Christ?" I This question which the Christian church has
addressed to itself more than once, and even to the world, has been put to
Muslims in a great variety of formulations throughout Islamic history. To
the church it has remained a challenge to the faith and basic social and eth-
ical values operating in the lives of its members. To Muslims, on the other
hand, this question has been presented with its Christian answer as the truth
against which Islam altogether has been judged and found wanting. That
Muslims have thought much about Christ, and that the Qur'an presents at
least the basis of an fslamic christology is a fact that has not so far concerned
Christians in any profound way.

There is, to be sure, a positive change of attitude among Christians
toward other religious traditions, including Islam. This is due, first, to an
increased knowledge of the fundamental principles of other religious tradi-
tions and the cultures and lives of the men and women living by these prin-
ciples. Second, the new theological understanding of Christ and of the
Christian message has made its impact on Christian society at large. More
significant, however, in my view, has been the change in the socio-economic
and political structure of the world from colonized peoples and colonizing
powers to that of free and independent states and nations. The fruits of these
changes may already be discerned in the laudable efforts of such organiza-
tions as the World Council of Churches to promote a greater tolerance, if not
understanding and appreciation, of the faith and spiritual heritage of other
people. This has been achieved through direct dialogue and other means of
communication.2 Moreover, there is a clearly discernible change in the
approach of many Western scholars, notably of the younger generation, to
the study of Islam. It is a change from the polemical approach which, by
"explaining" Islam in Christian terms, remained devoid of any real under-
standing, to an approach that instead seeks to understand and to appreciate
Islam on its own terms. There has not been, however, to our knowledge, a
study of the image of Jesus in Islamic sacred or pietistic literature consciously
based on this approach.\

This final stage in the long history of Muslim-Christian relations is still
in its beginnings. When it is fully realized, it will, I hope, lead to true ecu-
menism, an ecumenism that will accommodate Islam not as a heresy of true
Christianity but as an authentic expression of the divine and immutable
truth. In this spirit of mutual recognition and appreciation, Islam may have
something to teach Christians that would strengthen their own faith in the
Truth, the Truth which is greater than the expression of anyone religious tra-
dition or the understanding of any single individual or community. In order
to realize this ideal, Muslims must likewise rethink their own understanding
of the true meaning of Islam as the living up to the primordial covenant
between God and all human beings and the divine reaffirmation of this
covenant in a variety of expressions to a religiously pluralistic world.
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Earlier research on the subject of Jesus in Islam has been comparative and
usually judgmental, the yardstick being the New Testament record of the life,
teaching, and significance of Jesus, the Christ. Useful as this research may have
been for the wealth of information it had uncovered on Christian-Muslim rela-
tions, it often harbored old prejudices and fostered new hostilities. At any rate,
all the work that can be done on that aspect of Christian-Muslim interaction
has been exhausted. It is time for scholars, both Christian and Muslim, to go
beyond this cataloging of points of difference and similarity, and drawing of
old conclusions.

What I propose as a new approach is to start with the given data and
work on them as they are. No matter how different the Qur'anic and later
Islamic view of Jesus may be, it is nonetheless the view that Muslims have to
struggle with and understand and that Christians must take as a Muslim
view and accept as such, at least as the methodological basis for their
research and study. It is no longer profitable to take Qur'anic statements
about Jesus simply as distortions of, or borrowings from, the Gospels.
Rather, they should be accepted as authentically Islamic statements and as
expressing an Islamic view.

One such statement that has occupied the attention of Western scholars
is the Qur'anic verse asserting the servanthood of Jesus to God. It reads as
follows: "The Messiah will never scorn to be a slave unto Allah, nor will the
favored angels. Whoso scorneth His service and is proud, all such will He
assemble unto Him" (Q. 4:172).4 In itself, this short statement is precise and
unequivocal. It seeks to balance the status of Jesus as the Word of God and
His spirit (Q. 4:171), and one who is highly honored (wajrh) in this world
and the next (Q. 3:40) with his humanity thus declaring him to be, in spite
of this high status, a servant ('abd) of God without considering this in any
way to be a denigration of his lofty rank. Had scholars' not taken this to be
a distortion of the Pauline hymn addressed to the Philippians (Phil 2:7) and
gone to great length first to prove this hypothesis, and then to reject the verse
altogether, they would have seen the profound significance of this Qur'anic
verse for Muslims, in its proper context.6 In fact, the parallel of the Qur'anic
text with the famous hymn just mentioned is at best superficial and far-
fetched. This view of Christ, with all its implications for the Qur'an and later
Islamic piety, has been the basis for the total image of Christ in Islamic lit-
erature throughout the centuries. It is the view that characterizes the first of
the two traditions presented in this study.

Jesus in Islam, as in the Gospels, is the messenger of forgiveness and
love. Thus, the injunction of turning the other cheek, which Christ preached
in the Gospel, is, in the first tradition we shall discuss below, put in the form
of a command to Christ by God. Similarly, the poverty, austerity, and detach-
ment from this world of the Christ of the Gospels receives, in Islamic piety,
a far greater emphasis. Hence, for the Sufis, Jesus becomes the example of
piety, renunciation of worldly pleasures, and poverty, the one after whom
they sought to pattern their lives and conduct.
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The reason why nothing has been said in this essay about the central
role of Christ as the savior is that Islam has no concept of sin and redemp-
tion analogous to the fundamental Christian view of fallen humanity and its
need of redemption. Yet Christ, as were all the messengers of God before
and after him, was a savior in that he, by his message, helped to save human-
ity from error and to guide its steps further onthe path to God, to whom we
all belong and to whom we all shall return (Q. 2:156).

Moreover, Shi'i Islam, from the devotional literature of which the selec-
tions below are taken, has developed its own quasi-soteriological christology
in the doctrine and role of the imams, the spiritual heads of the community.?
It is noteworthy that 'Ali, the first imam of Shi'i Muslims, is often compared
to Jesus. H In a highly interesting statement attributed to 'Ali, he had the fol-
lowing to say about himself and his descendants, the remaining eleven
imams. Beginning by declaring that God is One and Unique in His unity, he
goes on: "He uttered a Word which became a light. From that light He ...
created me and my progeny. Then God uttered another Word which became
a spirit, and that spirit He made to dwell in the light. The light, moreover,
He made to dwell in our bodies. Thus, we are the Spirit of God and His
Words .... "'!

The imams, for the Shi'j community, are the true mediators between God
and man. They were with God from the beginning as His first act of cre-
ation. With them, the primordial history of all creation began, and through
them it will be finally judged and consummated. They are a source of salva-
tion on the Day of Reckoning for those who accept their status as the friends
(awliya')11I of God, and true heirs of the prophets. Conversely, the imams
will be the stern judges of those who have rejected their lofty status. The
twelfth and last of the imams will return at the end of time as the awaited
messiah (MahdT) to establish divine rule over the earth. I I Jesus, son of Mary,
will also descend from heaven to aid him in this task, thus playing some part
in the inum's final act of redemption and judgment.12

Shi'i Islam sees human history, and the divine role in it, as having two
related, yet distinct, cycles. Outwardly, humanity is guided by the large num-
ber of prophets sent by God for this purpose. Five of these occupy a special
place in the prophetic history and are known as the "Prophets of Power"
(ulii al- 'azm)Y Jesus, the Christ, son of Mary, is one of them. Inwardly, to
every prophet God appointed twelve vicegerents, or executors (aw$iya'), who
are interested in his esoteric knowledge. The mission of all the vicegerents of
the prophets before Muhammad was a preparatory one for that of his
vicegerents, the imams, who are regarded as the seal of walayah, as Muham-
mad is the seal of prophethood. The wall is another term for the vicegerent
(wa$T), and the cycle of walayah is, in a sense, the esoteric, or inward, side
of the cycle of prophethood. The work of salvation belongs to this inward
cycle and is thus reserved for the imams who, in this and many other
respects, collectively playa role similar to that of Christ.

Jesus, however, does occupy a unique place in Shi'i piety. In addition to
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being the recipient of the Gospel and other direct divine communication, he
is the wise ascetic endowed with esoteric gnosis. He, therefore, belongs both
to esoteric and exoteric cycles of history. A third important aspect of Christ's
prophetic personality is that of the humble slave of God whose life hangs, so
to speak, between fear and hope. He is threatened and counseled, and rep-
rimanded and exalted by God. This, according to Islamic piety, is one of the
ways God deals with His friends (awliyii') who, though near to God, are,
nonetheless, His creatures and humble servants.14 All three aspects (prophet,
ascetic sage, and mystic) of the personality of the Christ of piety are present
in the two texts translated below. Jesus, the mystic, friend, and servant of
God of our first text, is also the recipient of special divine communication,
which is delivered, or in some cases echoed, in the second text. In the second
text, Jesus is essentially the teacher, whose sayings are an interesting mix-
ture of the Synoptic Gospels and sayings attributed to him by Islamic piety.
Both texts were, and still are, used as homiletic materials by popular preach-
ers in services commemorating the sufferings of the imams. Thus, they are
supposed to convey a message of suffering, wisdom, piety, and divine mercy.

Our first selection is reported by al-Kulayni, the famous Shi'i hadith tra-
ditionist, on the authority of the imams, without specifying the exact author-
ity. It is included in the eighth and last volume of his hadith collection entitled
al-Kafi (the sufficient in hadith). The last volume is subtitled al-Rawda min
al-Kafi (the garden of al-kafi). This volume consists of a large number of
miscellaneous traditions dealing with a variety of subjects. The author died
in A.H. 328 or 329/939 C.E., thus making his work one of the earliest large
hadith collections in Islam.

The tradition with which I am concerned in this section is simply enti-
tled "That with Which God Has Instructed or Counseled '[sa." It belongs to
the genre of hadith collections known as I;adrth qudsT, or divine utterance. II

Throughout this colloquy, God is the speaker, and Jesus asks one brief ques-
tion toward the end. The same text is reported in a shorter version under
the title "Munajat 'Isa," or "The Colloquy [of GodJ with Jesus," by Ibn
Shu'ba al-Harrani, the traditionist, who died toward the close of the fourth
or the beginning of the fifth Islamic century. His work is entitled Tuhaf al-
'uqul 'an al al-rasul (the delight of minds in the words of the descendants of
the Apostle [Muhammad]). It contains sermons and sayings of the imams
chronologically arranged. Both traditions, offered below in translation, are
placed at the end of the book, without any explanation or mention of the
authority on which they were reported. The second tradition, containing ser-
mons and sayings of Jesus, is not reported in Kulayni's work; thus, my trans-
lation will be based only on the text of Ibn Shu'ba. As far as the first tradition
is concerned, my translation will be based on the same text, which is clearer
and more concise than that of al-Kulayni. Where the latter version adds
something substantial to the version I have chosen, the relevant passages will
be preceded by the letter "K" in parentheses, indicating the title of the book
al-Kafi, and inserted into the text where they most suitably fit.
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I have endeavored to keep as close as possible to the language and idiom
of the text. This has meant some unavoidable repetition of both phrases and
ideas. In a number of cases, certain redundant phrases or short sentences
have been omitted. I trust, however, that the texts will fulfill the main pur-
pose of this essay: to present an image of Jesus in early Shi'i Muslim litera-
ture. In general, this image is typical of the traditional Islamic view of Jesus,
which is largely based on the Qur'anic presentation of the life, personality,
and mission of Jesus, the Christ, son of Mary. It will be seen, however, that
the author or authors of the traditions here presented must have had some
knowledge of the Gospel sayings and possibly even of other popular Chris-
tian sources.

Texts in Translation

"A Colloquy of God, Exalted Be He, with Jesus, Son of Mary,
May God's Prayers Be upon Them Both. "16

The following selection presents Jesus as the humble and penitent servant of
God, listening to God's wise council and harsh reproach. He is also the
exalted messenger commissioned by God to transmit His revelation to
humankind, but especially to be a teacher to the children of Israel. Although
the Qur'anic condemnation of the divinity of Jesus and the doctrine of the
Trinity is not mentioned, the text insists on God's unity, absolute power, and
justice. Jesus is warned and threatened with hell fire if he associates other
things with God. Thus, by implication, the text is meant to counter the Chris-
tian claims of the divinity of Jesus and the doctrine of the Trinity.

o Jesus, I am your Lord and the Lord of your fathers. My name is
One (wal;id) and I am the unique One (al;ad). Alone have I created
everything. I made all things and all things shall return to me.

o Jesus, you are the Christ by my command (amr) 17 and you create
out of clay by my leave [Q. 5:1101,18 and you revive the dead by
your words.l'! Be, therefore, desirous of me and fear me, for you
shall find no refuge from me except in me.

o Jesus, I counsel you as one who is compassionate and merciful
toward you. You have truly obtained the favor of nearness
(walayah)211 from me for your earnest seeking of my pleasure.
Blessed, therefore, are you, as a child and a grown-up man, wherever
you may be.21 I bear witness that you are my servant ('abd), the son
of my handmaid. Draw nigh unto me through supererogatory
prayers (nawafil)22 and put your trust in me, for I suffice you. Take
no one else as your master lest I abandon you.
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o Jesus, be patient with affliction and accept that which is decreed.
Seek my pleasure through obedience, for I wish to be obeyed and
never disobeyed.

o Jesus, make constant mention of me with your tongue and keep
my love in your heart. Be vigilant during the hours of sleep and be
mindful of my gracious wisdom. Be diligent and fearful and mortify
your heart with awe of me. Be watchful in the nights, striving after
my pleasure, and mortify your body with thirst in the days for the
day of your need [the Day of Judgment1.

o Jesus, you shall be accountable to me, be merciful, therefore,
toward the weak as I am merciful toward you, and do not oppress
the orphan [Q. 93:91. Weep for yourself in private and rise up on
your feet at the appointed times of prayer.23 Let me hear the penitent
cries of your soul; for good are all my dealings with you.

(K) 0 Jesus, judge among my servants according to my counsels and
deal with them in accordance with my justice. For to you have I sent
down that in which there is healing from the disease of Satan.24

o Jesus, many a nation have I caused to perish in punishment for
sins from which I have protected you. Show compassion toward the
weak and turn your weary gaze to heaven and call upon me, for I am
near [Q. 2:186; 50:16J. Remember me with a contrite heart and
make me your sole concern; for as you make supplication to me,
thus will I answer you.

o Jesus, do not be deceived by the sight of a stiff-necked and dis-
obedient man who eats my sustenance and worships another. Yet,
when, in times of hardship, he calls upon me, I answer him. But then
he returns to his old ways in times of ease. Is it against me that he
sets himself? Or can he withstand my wrath? By myself have I
sworn that I will seize him with my wrath from which he shall find
neither salvation nor refuge. Where can he flee from my heaven and
my earth?

o Jesus, say to the wrongdoers of the children of Israel, "Do not
call upon me while you trample the poor under your feet [that is,
through usury] and keep idols in your homes. I shall surely answer
them who call upon me, but I shall make my answer a curse upon
them until they shall be scattered in the earth."

o Jesus, there is no good in a pleasure that does not last, or an
ephemeral life that shall come to an end. 0 son of Mary, if your eye
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were to see what I have prepared for my faithful friends, your heart
would melt and your soul expire in longing for it. For there is no
abode like the abode of the hereafter. In it dwell the pure ones of
my servants, visited by angels nearest the throne. They shall be safe
from the fearful portents on the Day of Resurrection. It is an abode
whose bliss shall never cease. 0 son of Mary, strive for it with those
that strive, for it is the wish of all that desire the good, beautiful to
behold. Blessed are you, 0 son of Mary, if you were to be counted
among those that strive for it, to be with your fathers, Adam and
Abraham, in gardens of bliss everlasting, wishing for nothing else
instead. Thus will I favor those that fear me.

o Jesus, flee to me with those that run away from a fire of great
flames, a fire of chains and torment into which neither air enters nor
out of which black smoke escapesY It is as though made of layers
of darkness, layers that resemble the black night. Happy is he that
shall be spared its torments. It is the abode of the proud, stiff-necked
and wrongdoers and every haughty and arrogant man. Miserable is
that abode, and miserable are those that shall dwell therein. I there-
fore warn you for your good, so be mindful of me.

o Jesus, wherever you may be, fix your gaze upon me. Bear witness
from me that I created you, and that you are my servant. I formed
you and sent you down to earth. Restrain your soul from deadly
lusts and abandon any desire that may separate you from me. Know
that you are before me of high station, the station of a faithful mes-
senger ... for I created you by my word [Q. 3:69], and Mary gave
birth to you by my command. To her did I send my faithful spirit,
Gabriel, one of my angels. Thus were you able to rise up and walk
on the earth. All this we determined in my foreknowledge.

o Jesus, consider Zechariah as a father to you, for he was the
guardian of your mother. Whenever he entered her prayer-chamber
he found sustenance with her IQ. 3:371. John the Baptist [Yahya1 is
like you; I granted him to his mother in her old age, when she had
no strength left in her IQ. 19:8-9]. I wished to manifest my sovereign
power to hel~ as I showed my power to you.

o Jesus, if I am wroth with you, the pleasure of no one else will
avail you anything. And if I am pleased with you, no wrath will do
you harm. Remember me in your heart and mention me in public
that I may remember you in an assembly better than all human
assemblies. Call upon me with the invocation of a man about to
drown who has no one to help him. Do not swear by me falsely, lest
my throne shake with wrath.
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(K) 0 Jesus, let your speech be one in private and in public. Restrain
your heart and tongue from unlawful things and your eye from evil
sights. Often would a glance sow in a man's heart lust, and thus lead
him into perdition.26

o Jesus, how would it be if I were to bring forth for you land the
children of Israel] a book speaking the truth and you would witness
to the truth thereof, but keep what you know as a secret and seek
to hide your own actions?27

o Jesus, say to the wrongdoers of the children of Israel, "You have
washed your faces but kept your hearts unclean. So lightly do you
take my injunctions and dare to stand against me. You anoint your-
selves for the people of this world outwardly, but inwardly you are
like filthy corpses and dead men in my sight. "2KTell them, 0 Jesus,
"Clip your fingernails from unlawful gain, and deafen your ears to
words of vanity. Turn to me with your hearts for I desire not your
outward appearances."

o Jesus, rejoice with a good deed, for it is pleasing to me, and weep
for a bad deed, for it is evil. That which you do not wish others to
do to you, do not do to others; and if someone strikes your right
cheek, turn your left cheek to him.29 Strive to draw nigh unto me
through love, and give no heed to the foolish. Be hum ble among
men of good deeds and associate yourself with them and be a wit-
ness over them ....

o Jesus, say to the wrongdoers of the children of Israel, "Wisdom
weeps in awe of me, but you laugh and engage in vanities. Do you
think that you have received my acquittal, or have you any security
against my torments, or do you dare to withstand my punishment?
By myself have I sworn. I shall make you an example to those that
shall come after you."

At this point the subject changes, and God tells Jesus of the coming of
Muhammad and describes him and his community in exalted words of
praise. God, moreover, commands Jesus to announce this great Arabian
apostle to the children of Israel and enjoin them to believe in his message, and
follow him. The entire passage echoes the Qur'anic verse in which Jesus is
said to announce the coming of Muhammad in the words, "[ am the mes-
senger of Allah unto you ... bringing good tidings of a messenger who
cometh after me, whose name is the Praised One (Ahmad)" (Q. 61:6). The
colloquy then continues:

o Jesus, all that draws you near to me have I declared to you, and
all that separates you from me have I warned you against. This
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world is sweet, and I have placed you in it as my vicegerent. Avoid
that in it against which I have cautioned you, and take from it that
which I have allowed you. Look upon your own deeds as would a
transgressing servant ('abd), and do not judge the deeds of others.
Renounce this world and desire it not, lest you be harmed.

o Jesus, be wise and prudent and look around you in the earth, and
see how was the end of the wrongdoers fQ. 10:39 (verse 40 in Pick-
thall) and 16:36J.

o Jesus, all my counsels to you are truthful, and I am the Truth man-
ifest and clear. For, verily I say to you, if you would disobey me after
I have informed you, you shall find neither friend nor supporter
against me. Discipline your heart with fear of me, and look not up
to him who is above you but to him who is below you. Know that
the beginning of every sin and transgression is love of this world, so
do not love it, for I love it not.

o Jesus, purify your heart before me, and make much mention of me
in secluded places. Know that my pleasure is that you lift your eyes
toward me. In this be vigilant and alive, not dead.

o Jesus, do not associate anything with me and beware my wrath.
Do not be deceived by health or rejoice in this world for it is like a
passing shadow .... (K) that which remains of it is no better than
that which has passed away. Be diligent, therefore, in the perform-
ance of good deeds. Be with the truth wherever it may be, even if you
were to be cut to pieces and cast into the fires. Do not deny, or dis-
believe in me, after you have known; do not be counted among the
foolish.'11

o Jesus, pour out for me the tears of your eyes and humble your
heart before me. Turn to me in times of hardship, for I alone succor
those that are in deep sorrows, and hearken to those who are in dif-
ficult straits; for I am the most merciful.

"Sayings ofJesus, Peace Be upon Him, from the Gospel
and Other Sources. ",1

This text consists of a great variety of sayings and little sermonettes attrib-
uted to Jesus. A large number of them are either taken directly from the
Gospels or written with the Gospels as the model. In this text, Jesus is clearly
the stern teacher, counseling and condemning, and preaching the message of
love so familiar to the Gospel readers. The Sermon on the Mount appears to
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be the primary model for all the sayings. The woes of the Gospels pro-
nounced upon the Pharisees and scribes are here multiplied many times over.
To document every saying or group of sayings with Gospel references would
make for tedious reading; only where an obvious need for it exists has a foot-
note been added.

Of his sayings:

Blessed are the merciful, for they shall find mercy on the Day of Res-
urrection. Blessed are they who make peace among people, for they
shall be brought near to God on the Day of Resurrection. Blessed are
the pure of heart, for they shall visit God on the Day of Resurrec-
tion. Blessed are the humble in this world, for they shall inherit the
thrones of dominion on the Day of Resurrection. Blessed are the
poor, for theirs shall be the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are the sor-
rowful, for they shall rejoice. Blessed are those who hunger and
thirst in meekness, for their thirst shall be quenched. Blessed are they
that do good, for they shall be called the pure elect of God.12 Blessed
are those who are robbed of all their possessions for the sake of
purity, for theirs shall be the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you if
you are envied and maligned, and is said of you every unsavory and
false word. Rejoice, and be of good cheer, for your reward shall be
increased in heaven.]]

He said further:

o you slaves of evil, you blame other men for their doubt, but do
not reproach yourselves for certainty. ,4 You slaves of this world, you
wish to be said of you that which is not true of you, and you wish
to be pointed at with fingers. You slaves of this world, you shave
your heads and bow them down, and you shorten your garments,
yet you do not remove malice from your hearts. You slaves of this
world, you are like well-constructed graves, pleasant to behold from
the outside, but inside are full of dead bones and transgressions. You
slaves of this world, you are like a lamp that gives light to men, but
burns itself.]5

o children of Israel, run to the assemblies of the learned, even if
crawling on your knees. For God revives the dead hearts with the
light of wisdom as He revives the dead earth with heavy rain. 0 chil-
dren of Israel, little speech is sound judgment; observe, therefore,
silence. Silence, indeed, is a good duality, for it leads not to grave
sins .... Guard well the gate of knowledge, for its true gate is
patience. God despises him who laughs without reason, and him
who walks, but not to a place of good council. God loves the ruler
who is like a good shepherd who does not neglect his flocks.16 Be
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ashamed before God in secret as you would be ashamed before men
in public. Know that a word of wisdom is the desire of a man of
faith. Seek it, before it disappears with the death of its transmitters.

o man of knowledge, revere the learned for their learning and
oppose them not. Do not revere the foolish because of their fool-
ishness, but do not drive them away; be kind to them and teach
them. 0 man of knowledge, know that every bounty for which you
are not thankful is like a sin for which you shall be held accountable.
o man of knowledge, know that any disobedience for which you
do not repent is like a punishment for which you shall suffer ....

Again he said, peace be upon him, to his companions:

Think you if one of you, while passing by, sees the garment of his
brother fallen, exposing the nakedness of his body, should he cover
his brother's nakedness, or rather, expose it even more? They said
No, that he should rather cover it. Jesus answered, Not so, rather he
should expose it more. Then they understood that it was a parable
he made for them. They therefore asked, How can that be, 0 Spirit
of God? He answered, Even so, you look at your brother's naked-
ness, but do not try to help him cover it Up.17

Verily I say to you, I teach you so that you may know; I do not teach
you in order that you may admire yourselves. You shall not obtain
that which you want except if you renounce that which you desire.
Nor will you achieve that for which you hope, except if you are
patient with afflictions. Beware vain looks, for they sow lust in the
heart .... Blessed is he who has his sight in his heart and not his
heart in the sight of his eyes. Look not on the faults of others as
though you were lords; rather, look at their faults as though you
were the servants of men. In truth, men are of two kinds, one
afflicted, and the other sound. Be merciful toward him who is
afflicted, and thank God for sound health.

o children of Israel, do you feel ashamed before God? You clear
your drink of all impurities, but would devour unlawful things, like
elephants. Have you not heard what you were commanded in the
Torah, "Do good to your kin, and reward them well"? But I say
unto you, give to him who withholds from you and be generous
toward him who refuses your wishes, and be good to him who treats
you badly. Say "Peace" to him who reviles you. Show justice to him
who shows enmity toward you. Forgive him who does you wrong,
as you wish your wrongdoing to be forgiven. Be mindful of God's
forgiveness toward you. Do you not see that His sun shines over the
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righteous as well as the reprobates among you? He sends his rain
likewise over the pious as well as the sinners among you. If you love
only them that love you, or be good only toward them who are good
toward you, ... what virtue have you over others? This, even the
fools who are without virtue or compassion, do. But if you wish to
be beloved of God, and be counted among His elect, do good to
them that do you wrong. Forgive them who do you harm, and salute
with the salutation of peace those who heed you not. Listen to my
words and keep my commandments; guard well my covenant so that
you may be truly men of knowledge and understanding.

Verily I say to you, your hearts are where your treasures are. For
this reason, men love their wealth and their souls yearn for it. Lay
your treasures in heaven where neither moth shall eat them, nor
thieves reach them. Verily I say to you, no servant can serve two
lords; rather, he would certainly prefer one over the other, even
though he may try. Likewise, you cannot love both God and this
world. Verily I say to you, the most foolish of men is a wise man
who prefers the world over his knowledge, ... for what would the
brilliance of the sun's light benefit a blind man when he cannot see
it? Likewise, knowledge would avail nothing a man who does not
live by it. Many are the fruit of trees, but not all are good to eat, and
many are the wise, but not all of them benefit by their wisdom.
Large is the earth, but not all the space thereof is habitable, and
many are those who speak much, but not all their words are true.
Beware the false wisdom of those who don garments of coarse wool,
with heads bowed down to the earth, yet they indulge in every sin.1x

They slyly glance from beneath their eyebrows like wolves, and their
words do not concur with their deeds.

Can grapes be gathered from thistles, or figs from colocynths? Like-
wise are the words of a false man of knowledge, they are to be
rejected. Verily I say to you, crops grow in leveled fields, and not on
the rocky hillside. Similarly, wisdom dwells in the heart of the hum-
ble and not in that of the haughty and arrogant man. Know you not
that he who lifts up his head so high that it touches the ceiling would
split it, but he who keeps his head down would find refuge under the
ceiling? Likewise, he who does not humble himself before God, him
will God bring low, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.

It is not always possible to keep honey in a skin, nor can in all hearts
wisdom dwell.19 If the skin is not torn, or rotten, it can be used as a
vessel for honey. Likewise, hearts, jf they are not torn asunder by
lust, made unclean with greed, and separated Ifrom God I through
pleasure, they can be a dwelling place of wisdom.
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Verily I say to you, if a fire were to start in one house, and that house
is not destroyed from its foundations, the fire would spread into
many houses.411 Likewise a wrongdoer, if his hands were not
restrained, other wrongdoers would have a leader to emulate ....
Verily I say to you, if one sees a serpent drawing near to his brother
until it bites him and he dies, that man would be as though he had
a share in his brother's blood [that is, if he does not prevent the
snake from biting himJ. Similarly, he who sees his brother indulging
in iniquity and does not warn him of the consequences thereof, ...
he would have a share in his brother's iniquity. Thus, he who is able
to dissuade a wrongdoer and does it not is himself committing a
wrong .... It is not enough for a man to say "{ do no wrong, but let
him who wishes to do wrong do so"; thus he sees wrongdoing and
opposes it not. If the matter were as you think, would you then be
punished among the wrongdoers in whose acts you have no share?

Woe to you, 0 slaves of iniquity, how can you hope in God's pro-
tection from the fears of the Day of Resurrection, when you fear
men rather than God, and obey them, while you disobey Him? You
keep their covenants which are in violation of His covenant. Verily
{ say to you, God would not protect from the fears of that day those
who take men as their lords in His stead.

Woe to you, 0 slaves of iniquity, for a worthless world and an evil
lust you lose the dominion of paradise and forget the fears of the
Day of Resurrection.

Woe to you, 0 slaves of this world, for an ephemeral life and pleas-
ures that will vanish you run away from God and despise His pres-
ence. How would God wish you to come before Him when you
despise His presence? ... How can you claim to be of all men the
friends (awliya') of God when you run away from death and seek
protection in this world. Of what use is the fragrance of a dead
man's embalming spices to him, or the whiteness of his shroud when
all this will decay in the earth. Likewise, the pleasures of this world
which you so value will benefit you naught when they will all dis-
appear ....

Woe to you, 0 slaves of this world, for you carry a lamp in bright
sunlight when the light of the sun would suffice you, and claim to
walk by the sun's light in the night. Thus do you walk by the light
of knowledge, seeking worldly affairs, when God gave it to you for
your hereafter. You consent that the hereafter is an inescapable real-
ity, yet you cling to this world. You say death is an inescapable real-
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ity, yet you run away from it. You say that God hears and sees, but
you fear not His reckoning of your deeds. How could anyone hear-
ing you believe what you say? For it is excusable for a foolish man
to lie, but a wise man has no excuse.

Verily I say to you, if a beast of burden is not ridden, and thus bro-
ken in and used to carry loads, it becomes uncontrollable, as its
nature would change. Likewise, your hearts, if they are not made
tender by the remembrance of death, or be engaged in acts of wor-
ship, would become hard as stones. What benefits a dark house if a
lamp is placed on its roof, while inside darkness prevails?41 Like-
wise, the light of knowledge will avail you nothing when it shines
only through your mouths while your hearts are left in darkness.
Hasten to your homes and illuminate them, and to your hearts, and
illuminate them with wisdom before they are overcome with sins
and made harder than stones.

How can a man, having no help, carry heavy burdens? How can a
sinner be relieved of the heavy burdens of sin if he does not beg
divine forgiveness? Would a man have clean garments if he does not
wash them, or would a man be acquitted from his transgressions
without expiating them? Nor would a man escape drowning in the
sea if he tried to cross without a boat. Would a man, likewise, escape
the temptations of this world without the healing of true endeavor?
Would a traveler reach his destination without a guide, or a man
attain paradise without due regard to the fundamentals of faith
(din)? Nor would he who does not obey God obtain His pleasure
with him ....

Verily I say to you, as the sea would suffer no decrease or harm if a
boat sinks therein, likewise, you shall cause God no want or harm
by your sins. Rather, it is your own souls you harm. As the sun will
suffer no harm or decrease of luminosity because of the multitudes
of men basking in the light thereof, so it is with God's bounty, it suf-
fers no decrease because He bestows it on you. Rather, it is by His
bounty that you live and have your being. God multiplies His boun-
ties to those who are thankful, for He is the one deserving of all
praise and He is all-knowing.

Woe to you, you unfaithful servants! You receive your wages, clothe
yourselves, are well sustained and build houses, yet you perform
badly the work of your Master. Soon will the Master of the work
investigate the work you do, punish you severely, and order your
necks cut off at the roots. He will have your hands cut off at the
joints and your bodies dragged face down and left by the wayside.42
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Thus, you shall be an example to those who fear God and a warn-
ing to the wrongdoers.

Woe to you, 0 evil men of knowledge! Do not tell yourselves that
your lives shall last forever and that you shall not die. Indeed, you
are already in the grip of death. Begin now to understand and weep
for yourselves. Lament your sins. Hasten now and be ready. Repent
soon and turn to your Lord ....

Is it not, you slave of this world, by knowledge that you were given
authority over all things; yet you despise knowledge and live not by
it. Instead, you cling to this world to rule over it, making it your
sale desire. You live in it as though it will never end. How long will
you cling to this world while God has no share in you? Verily I say
to you, you shall never attain the exalted status of the hereafter
unless you abandon the things you love. Do not wait until the mor-
row for repentance, for between now and the morrow is the night
wherein God's decree comes and goes.43

Verily I say to you, small sins are the temptation of the devil. He
makes your sins seem small and insignificant in your eyes until they
multiply and overtake you .... Verily I say to you, there is nothing
better that would secure a high status in the hereafter and is of more
succor in the face of hardships in this world than continuous
prayers. Prayers are the best means of bringing you nigh unto the
Merciful. Pray therefore, much and always.

Verily [ say to you, a wronged man who finds no supporter in this
world by word or deed shall be greatly requited in the kingdom of
heaven. Who among you has seen light which was named darkness,
or darkness which was called light? Likewise, no man can be both
a man of faith and an unbeliever, or one loving this world and striv-
ing for the hereafter. Is it possible that those who sow barley can
reap wheat, or those who sow wheat reap barley? Thus shall also
every servant in this world reap the fruits of what he had sown here,
in the hereafter, and will be rewarded for his deeds.44

Verily I say to you, he who does not weed the grass from his field,
it shall multiply and kill his crops. Thus also, he who does not
remove the love of this world from his heart, his heart shall be cap-
tured by it, and he will never be able to taste the love of the world
to come.

Woe to you, 0 slaves of this world, make the houses of the worship
of your Lord prisons for your bodies and your hearts houses of piety,
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not dwelling places of every lust .... Woe to you, evil men of knowl-
edge, were you not dead, and He [God] revived you, but when you
were revived you made yourselves dead again? Were you not fool-
ish and He instructed you, and you soon forgot His instructions?
Were you not fools and He gave you understanding, but you chose
ignorance? Woe to you! Were you not gone astray and He guided
you, but you went astray after you were guided? ... (He continues
with blindness and sight, deafness and hearing, poverty and riches,
and humility and exaltation.) Woe to you, therefore, on the Day of
Resurrection, for God shall humiliate and upbraid you ....

Verily I say to you, Moses commanded you not to swear by God,
truthfully or falsely, rather say "Yea" or "Nay." 4\

o children of Israel, eat the herbs of the field and barley bread, and
avoid eating wheat bread, for you may not be able to be thankful
enough for it. Verily I say to you, every evil word you utter in this
life you shall answer for it on the Day of Resurrection.

o slaves of vanity, if one of you goes to sacrifice an animal [as a
burnt offering, qurban] and remembers that his brother is angry
with him, let him leave his sacrifice and make peace with his brother;
then let him return and offer his sacrifice [Matt 5:23].41, 0 slaves of
wickedness, if someone asks one of you for his shirt, let him give his
garment as well. If someone strikes the cheek of one of you, let him
offer his other cheek also. If one of you is forced to walk one mile
for another man, let him walk two miles.

Verily I say to you, what good is a body if from the outside it
appears healthy but inside it is sick ... ? Of what benefit is it to you
to wash clean your skins but leave your hearts full of impurities?

Verily I say to you, be not like a sieve that throws out the good flour
and retains the chaff. Likewise, you bring out words of wisdom from
your mouths, but retain hatred in your hearts. Verily I say to you,
abandon evil and seek the good, for if you combine good with evil,
the good will avail you nothing ....

Verily I say to you, blessed are those who spend their nights in
prayer, for they shall have everlasting light. They stood in the dark-
ness of the night in prayer in their prayer chambers supplicating their
Lord to save them from the hardships of the Last Day .... Verily, I
say to you, 0 slaves of this world, neither this world you truly love,
nor for the next do you hope. For if, indeed, you love this world, you
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should have rendered good the actions through which you obtained
it. If you truly hope for the hereafter, your deeds should have con-
formed to your hopes ....

Verily 1 say to you, evil spirits have found no better place to dwell
than your hearts. Behold! God gave this world to you that you
may work in it for the world to come, and not that it should make
you forget the hereafter. He made the earth wide for you that you
may use it as a place of worship and not that you should use it as
a stage for your sins. He enjoined you to do good and to be obe-
dient to Him in it and not to be disobedient and sinful. ... Verily
1 say to you, as a tree is not perfect until it gives good fruit, so also
your faith (dIn) will not be perfect until you avoid evil and seek the
good.

Verily 1 say to you, as plants will not grow except through water
and soil, so also faith will not be perfect except through knowledge
and good deeds. Verily I say to you, as water extinguishes fire, so
prudence extinguishes wrath. Verily I say to you, as water and fire
cannot be in one vessel, so also blindness and understanding cannot
dwell in one heart ....

Verily I say to you, the sun is the light of everything, and wisdom is
the light of every heart, and piety is the beginning of all wisdom.
Truth is the gate to all goodness, and the mercy of God is the gate
to every truth. The keys to all these are invocation, supplication,
and good deeds. No door can be opened without a key ....

Verily 1 say to you, the carrying of heavy stones from mountaintops
is easier than speaking to a fool who comprehends not your speech .
. . . Blessed is he who makes his words few and good, fearing by
excessive speech the wrath of his Lord. Blessed is he who makes
clear his speech and praises nothing until he discerns its conse-
quences. Blessed is he who learns from the learned that which he
did not know, and teaches the ignorant that which he learned ....

Verily 1 say to you, 0 my disciples,47 you are among men as the liv-
ing among the dead. Do not die with those who die.

Then Christ, peace be upon him, said, God, exalted be He, says,
"My faithful servant grieves when 1 take away from him the pleas-
ures of this world, but this 1 do because 1 desire to draw him nearer
unto me. He rejoices when 1 bestow ease and comfort upon him in
this world, yet this llove not, for it separates him from me."4H
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Conclusion

The image of Jesus that emerges from the two preceding texts is a compos-
ite one. In the first we see the master as the humble servant of God, but one
who is at the same time a highly favored and exalted friend of God. Jesus is
commissioned to teach men the truth and thus to bring them nearer to God.
Yet, he is sternly warned not to overstep his human limits of humility and ser-
vanthood before the divine majesty.

The second text breathes more the familiar air of the Synoptic Gospels,
both in language and in ideas. Here, Jesus is the stern teacher and warner,
instructing men and also passing harsh judgment on their folly, foolishness,
and hypocrisy. Even here, however, the victims of this judgment are not
specifically the Pharisees and scribes of the Gospel, but imperfect humanity
in general. Here again, Jesus is to be regarded as the chosen messenger sent
to warn men and to preach to them the divine revelation, even though he
speaks the language of the Gospel. He remains, therefore, the Jesus of the
Qur'an, one in the long series of prophets and messengers of God for
humankind.

Thus we see that like the Christ of Christian faith and hope, the Jesus of
the Qur'an and later Muslim piety is much more than a mere human being,
or even simply the messenger of a Book. While the Jesus of Islam is not the
Christ of Christianity, the Christ of the Gospel often speaks through the aus-
tere, human Jesus of Muslim piety. Indeed, the free spirits of Islamic mysti-
cism found in the man Jesus not only the example of piety, love, and
asceticism which they sought to emulate, but also the Christ who exempli-
fies fulfilled humanity, a humanity illumined by the light of God. This reflec-
tion of the divine light in the human heart and soul is known in the language
of Islamic mysticism as tajallr, the manifestation of divine beauty and majesty
in and through man.

In this concept of divine manifestation, the Christian and Muslim images
of Jesus converge at many points. Islam says that human beings can and must
draw nearer to God, and in the mi'raj (the physical ascension of the Prophet
to heaven) and the "lifting up" of Jesus to God (Q. 4:158), this takes on a
most concrete form. Nevertheless, Islam insists on "man being man" and
God being God in the absolute sense. Christianity, springing up in a differ-
ent spiritual and cultural milieu, begins not with the ascent of man to the
divine but rather the descent of the divine to man. Thus, the "Word was
made flesh, and dwelt among us" becomes the expression of this encounter
of man with the divine. In a way, therefore, the two approaches to the ques-
tion of the divine-human relation here presented are widely divergent; yet
this is only true in points of emphasis and in the position from which each
of the two religious traditions start. In spite of these and other differences,
however, we insist that Muslims and Christians can, and must, learn much
from the man Jesus of Islam and from Christ the Lord of Christianity. This
can only be achieved through honest and sincere efforts by us all to be exis-
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tcntially involved in the meaning and purpose of our existence in a world of
sin and imperfection, but a world sanctified by the divine presence among
and within us.

Notes

1. This question was adopted as the theme of the ecumenical sessions by the
World Council of Churches in a variety of formulations and answers in most of its
conferences. See, for example, the themes of the 1964 and 1961 conferences. Cf.
Matt 22:42. (All biblical references will be made to the Oxford Annotated Bible,
Revised Standard Version INew York: Oxford University Press, 1962J.)

2. Most fruitful have been the occasional consultations sponsored by the World
Council of Churches where groups from many different cultures and religious tradi-
tions took part in the dialogue on the meaning of faith to the peoples of different
religious traditions. Such a meeting on Muslim-Christian dialogue, in which the
author participated, was held in Lebanon in 1972. The results have been published
in a booklet entitled Christian-Muslim Dialogue, ed. S. J. Samartha and J. B. Taylor
(Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1973).

3. Much has been written, of course, on Jesus in Islam by Western scholars, but
for the most part the purpose has been either to compare the Jesus of Islam with the
Christ of Christianity or to demonstrate the false understanding of Jesus by Mus-
lims. A notable exception to this approach is Kenneth Cragg, who, while remaining
a Christian committed to the task of explaining the Gospel to Muslims, nonetheless
is ready to wrestle with Islamic concepts and thus shows a unique appreciation of the
faith of Muslims. Other exceptions can also be cited.

4. All Qur'anic references in this essay are taken from The Meaning of the Glo-
rious Koran, trans. Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall (New York: New American
Library, n.d.). For the Christian view, see Geoffrey Parrinder, Jesus in the Qur'an
(London: Faber & Faber, 1965),34. Kenneth Cragg holds a similar, albeit more com-
plex, view, as the author has discussed it with him on many occasions .

.5. Sec note 4 above.
6. Islam, like Christianity, lays a great emphasis on divine guidance as the basis

of its faith and history. Any reference to Jesus in the Qur'an must be viewed in the
light of this fundamental concept.

7. See Mahmoud Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering in Islam: A Study of the Devo-
tional Aspects of 'Ashura' in Twelver Shi'ism (The Hague: Mouton, 1978), chaps. 2
and 6.

8. Muhammad Baqir, Bihar al-anwar, vol. 13 of the old, traditional edition,
vol. 53 of the modern edition (Tehran: al-Maktaba al-Islamiyya, A.H. 1384),46-47,
where many texts are given in support of this idea. See also Abu Ja'far Muhammad
bin Yaqub bin Ishaq al-KuIayni al-Razi, al-Usul min al-kafi (Tehran: Dar al-Kutub al-
Islamiyya, A.II. 1381), vol. 1 ("Kitab al-Hujja"): 194-90, and 293-94, where the com-
parison of 'Ali to Jesus is described in a similar way.

9. Baqir, Bihar al-anwar, 53:46.
10. The Arabic word waiT, plural awliya', means "friend," "confidant," and

"master." It also signifies theologically one who has authority. All these meanings
are implied when the term is applied to the imams.
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11. See Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering in Islam, chap. 6, 442ff.
12. Ibid., for a detailed discussion of the subject.
13. See al-Kulayni al-Razi, al-Usul min al-kafi, 1:224-25. The prophets here

mentioned are Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad.
14. See, for a vivid example, the colloquy between God and the ancient prophet

Ilyas (Elijah), reported on the authority of the sixth imam, in al-Kulayni al-Razi, al-
Usul min al-kafi, 1:227-28.

15. For an excellent discussion of this genre of hadith, see William A. Graham,
Divine Word and Prophetic Word in Early Islam (The Hague: Mouton, 1977).

16. From Abu Muhammad ai-Hasan bin 'Ali bin al-Husayn bin Shu'ba al-
Harrani, Tuhaf al-'uqul 'an Al al-Rasul, ed. and introduced by Muhammad Sadiq
Bahr al-'Ulum (Najaf, Iraq: Haydariyya Press, 1383/1963), 373-78. al-Harrani was
a famous traditionist of the fourth century A.H.

17. The divine creative command by which God says to a thing "Be" and it is.
See Q. 3:47.

18. Cf. the Infancy Gospel of Thomas 2:2, in New Testament Apocrypha, trans.
Edgar Hennecke (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1963), 1:393.

19. Ibid.
20. Meaning "friendship" or "authority." See note 10 above.
21. Cf. Q. 19:33; 3:45-46.
22. Nawafil are the extracanonical prayers usually offered at night. They are

regarded as especially meritorious by the Sufis. See the famous I;acirth qudsl known
as I;adrth al-nawafil, in Muhammad bin Isma'il al-Bukhari, al-.fami' al-Sahih, ed.
Ludolf Krehl and T. Juynboll (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1862-1908),81,38,2.

23. That is, the five prayers, and especially the dawn prayer.
24. al-Kulayni al-Razi, al-Usul min al-kafi, ed. Akbar al-Ghaffari (Tehran: al-

Maktaba al-Islamiyya, Haydari Press, n.d.), 8: 131-32, hadith no. 103.
25. This highly metaphorical description of hell, occurring in many sources, is

a favorite of early Shi'i writers. Hell is a closed well of darkness and smoke, and the
passage describing that is too eloquent to be rendered into clear English.

26. Cf. Matt 18:9.
27. This refers to the Qur'an, which was sent, according to Muslims, not to

deny but to confirm previous revelations, among which is the [njrl, revealed to Jesus.
Men shall be judged by the revelations sent to them by God. Hence, the next sentence,
in a way, continues the same theme, although under a different subject.

28. Cf. Matt 23:27, and possibly Luke 11:44.
29. Cf. Matt 5:39 and Luke 6:29. The same command in repeated in the next

section by Jesus to his hearers. So, in a way, Jesus is commanded to do what he later
preaches. Perhaps this is significant, because it shows the essential equality of Jesus
with other men.

30. al-Kulayni al-Razi, al-Usul min al-kafi, 8:141.
31. Ibn Shu'ba al-Harrani, Tuhaf al-'uqul 'an Al al-Rasul, 378-89.
32. The deviation from the Sermon on the Mount in the preceding sayings can

be easily explained as an Islamic way of saying more or less the same thing. Cf. Matt
5:3-10.

33. Matt 5:11-12. It is interesting to note the substitution of the word "purity"
(.tjaharah), which implies physical ritualistic purity, for the word "righteousness."

34. It shall be clear from the following that mere certainty without action is
useless, hence the seemingly vague condemnation.
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35. Compare this and the Gospel sayings in Matt 5:15 and 23:27 for differ-
ences and similarities.

36. Perhaps this is an allusion to John 10: 1-18.
37. The model for the saying is perhaps Matthew 7, where it appears in vari-

ous verses, but the saying itself is rather strange.
38. The 'ulama' of both Shi'i and Sunni Islam have always been very critical of

the Sufis. The saying here may be a somewhat indirect condemnation of Sufis.
39. The substitution of honey for wine is, again, an accommodation to the

Islamic prohibition against wine. Cf. Matt 9:17; Mark 2:22; and Luke 5:38.
40. The reference here is to houses made of wood, or at least with a wooden

roof.
41. Cf. Matt 5:15.
42. The author may have had the parable of the unfaithful tenant in mind (Luke

20:16 and Matt 21:41), or the parable of the unfaithful servant (Matt 25:15).
43. The meaning here is that perhaps they will not live until the morrow, since

God's decrees are unknown to men. This passage may echo the parable of the rich
fool in Luke 12:16-21.

44. Cf. Matt 7:16. This metaphor may have been suggested by Matthew. What
is of special significance, however, is that it expresses clearly the Islamic emphasis on
works as opposed to faith only.

45. The author confuses the commandment in Exod 20:7 with the injunction
of Christ not to swear at all (Matt 5:34).

46. This and the following three statements are taken directly from the Sermon
on the Mount.

47. The disciples of Christ are given a high status in the Qur'an. They are called
al-~awariyyun. In Shi'ism they are the true heirs of Jesus' prophetic knowledge and
wisdom and are his vicegerents.

48. This last saying is a typical divine utterance (~adTth qudsT). It resembles in
both words and ideas the divine sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad.
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Toward an Islamic Christology II

The Death of Jesus, Reality or Delusion-
A Study of the Death of Jesus in TafsTr Literature

Introduction

This is the second of a series of studies of the Islamic view of Jesus the Christ.
In the previous chapter I argued that Muslims have thought much and seri-
ously about Christ and that there is an authentic Islamic understanding of
Christ that deserves careful consideration as a legitimate christology. The
Christ of Islam, we wish to insist further, must not be dismissed as a dis-
torted image of the true Christ of the Gospels, but must rather be seen as a
living and dynamic personality, addressing humanity in many languages and
across the barriers of dogma, creed, and even scriptures.

The purpose of the present essay is to study some of the ways in which
Muslim commentators (mufassirun) of the Qur'an have understood the
Qur'anic verses dealing with Jesus. Our main concern is with one verse, and
more specifically a single clause, one that boldly denies the death of Jesus
on the cross at the hands of his opponents. They plotted to kill him, but God
saved him and "it (or, he) was made only to appear so to them" (Q. 4:157).1
I shall endeavor in what follows to examine the meaning of this difficult and
controversial clause. The words wa lakin shubbiha lahum have generated
much discussion, myth, and legend throughout the long history of Islamic
tafsrr. They have presented Muslims with a challenge, first, to understand
God's ways with humanity, and, second, to answer convincingly the charge
of history.

The Qur'an offers itself as a Book of guidance to humankind (Q. 2: I).
For it to fulfill this purpose in human life, it must speak to the situation of
the community of its receivers at every stage of its earthly existence. This the
Qur'an has done in large measure through tafsrr, or the science of Qur'anic
exegesis. As one writing from within the community, my task will not be

Previously puhlished in The Muslim World lO, no. 2 (April 1980): 91 121. Reprinted by
permiSSiOn.
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simply to present and analyze the opinions of the commentators on the sub-
ject. Rather, having done that, I wish to engage in the process of tarslr myself
by presenting my own understanding of this clause, which is crucial to the
Qur'anic view of Christ. In this I will be accepting the challenge of the divine
Word, and that of history.

Three main stages in the history of the tarslr of the verse with which we
shall be concerned suggest themselves. The classical tradition is epitomized
in the monumental commentary of Tabari (d. 310/923), which has influ-
enced subsequent commentators down to the present. Other works of the
classical period differ little from that of Tabari which they take as their
source and starting point. The second stage, which may be considered as the
middle period, shows a greater interest in history as well as a greater aware-
ness of Christian views. This stage is represented, on the one hand, by the
polemical approach of the historian Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373), and by the
brilliant, analytical, and questioning mind of the theologian Fakhr aI-Din aJ-
Razi (d. 606/L209), on the other. The irenic, spiritual, and universal inter-
pretation of the Sufis, of which examples will be considered in the essay,
represents still another important trend. The third and final stage constitutes
the modern period, beginning in the late nineteenth century with modernist
reformers such as Muhammad 'Abduh and his successors. Both the method-
ology and the concern of modern commentators are radically different from
those of their predecessors. The views of some of the most important mod-
ern thinkers will be considered.

Shi'i commentators, especially of the classical period, present a unique
approach to the problems raised by the Qur'anic verse under consideration.
It must be observed, moreover, that modern Shi'i thinkers, such as 'Allamah
Tabataba'i, while employing the methodology of modern commentators,
clearly continue the Shi'i philosophical and theological tradition.

We shall follow a loose chronology, aiming not so much at a strict his-
torical survey but at a presentation of the major developments in tarslr rel-
evant to the subject at hand. Two texts of special importance will be
translated in an appendix. The first presents an interesting parallel to the
passion in the Fourth Gospel. The second is a selection from a Sufi tarslr
presenting what may be considered a "Sufi christology." Finally, the ultimate
aim of this study is to promote constructive and meaningful dialogue among
the men and women of faith in the two communities.

Jesus, "The Word of Truth" (Q. 19:34)

Prophethood in Islam is the divine answer to human folly and false confi-
dence, a source of guidance for men to God and the model of a fulfilled
humanity. In every prophet, speaking on God's behalf to humankind, there
is both a challenge and a judgment. The challenge is in the call to men and
women of every age to return to their prophetic origins as exemplified in
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Adam, the first prophet, before whom the angels were commanded to pros-
trate themselves (Q. 7:11). Human fulfillment must be achieved through
human prophets; the Qur'an therefore insists on the humanity of God's mes-
sengers (Q. 6:8, 9, 50; 11:31; 17:94,95; 25:7).

In the long drama of human prophets and a humanity challenged to seek
prophetic fulfillment, Jesus plays a unique role. In him there is an original-
ity of being that is akin to that of Adam (Q. 3:59). In him, as in Adam, the
divine power over and within creation is manifested. He represents a special
creation; he is the Word of God injected into the human plane of existence
(Q. 3:45; 4:171). Yet like other prophets, Jesus remains a human being cre-
ated by God, His servant and messenger (Q. 4:171-72; 5:17, 75).

Later Islamic tradition not only affirms the high status accorded to Jesus
by the Qur'an; it makes still greater claims of uniqueness for him. It is
reported in a very early hadith that the Prophet declared, "Every child born
of the children of Adam Satan touched with his finger, except Mary and her
son, peace be upon them both."2 Jesus is therefore free from the taint of evil
and impurity. That his mother shares in this great honor is only because she
was accepted by God to be a pure vessel for His Word and messenger (Q.
21:91; 66:12). This purity, which Adam had till he was touched by Satan's
finger and thus lost it, now remains exemplified in Jesus alone.

When the Qur'an speaks of earlier prophets, it does so by way of exam-
ples of God's dealings with faltering humanity. Jesus alone is presented as a
challenge and a judgment. In the famous passage of the Qur'an ending with
the verse of the mubahalah, God confronts humanity with the challenge,
"And whosoever disputes with you concerning him LJesusj, after the knowl-
edge which has come unto you, say: 'Come! Let us summon our sons and
your sons, our women and your women, ourselves and yourselves, then we
will pray humbly and invoke the curse of God upon those who lie'" (Q.
3:61 ).1 The knowledge that "came" to the Prophet concerning Jesus pres-
ents a rare instance of theology proper in the Qur'an. The Christ of the
Qur'an is according to this theology fully human, in spite of his miraculous
birth and special status. Like Adam, he is the creature of God not through
the law of human generation; rather, he is the object of the divine amr, or
command (Q. 3:59). Again, in spite of his humanity, and perhaps because of
it, Jesus is made the agent of divine acts through his special miracles. To him
alone among the prophets God gave the power to give health to the sick, life
to the dead and even to crude matter. All this he did "by God's leave" (Q.
3:49).

The Qur'an presents a christology of the human Christ, empowered by
God and "fortified with the Holy Spirit" (Q. 2:87, 253). It is a fully Islamic
christology based not on borrowed distortions of early Christian heresies
but on the Islamic view of man and God. There are, no doubt, some resem-
blances between the Qur'anic story of Jesus and early Christian sources;4
these are at best, however, similarities of framework and story, not of theol-



Toward an Islamic Christo logy II 159

ogy or essential view. Islam differs from Christianity on two crucial points.
First, it denies the divinity of Christ, but without denying his special human-
ity. Second, it denies the expiatory sacrifice of Christ on the cross as a ran-
som for sinful humanity, but again denies neither the actual death of Christ
nor his general redemptive role in human history. Enough has been said
about the first point. It is with the second that this essay is concerned.

Who Died on the Cross?

In a series of verses directed against the children of Israel, to whom Jesus
was sent as a messenger (Q. 3:49; 61:6), the Qur'an first accuses them of
killing prophets unjustly. It then reproaches them for uttering great calum-
nies against Mary, perhaps accusing her of adultery. Finally, the Qur'an
reproaches them for claiming to have killed Jesus the Christ:

and for their saying: "We have surely killed the Christ, Jesus son of
Mary, the messenger of God." They did not kill him, nor did they
crucify him; rather it was made only to appear so to them. And those
who have differed concerning him are in doubt regarding him [or it,
the truth]; they have no knowledge of him [or it], except the fol-
lowing of conjecture. They did not kill him [or it, their doubt) with
certainty. Rather, God took him up to Himself, for God is Mighty
and Wise. (Q. 4:157-59)

These two verses constitute the answer to a divine challenge, "They
devised and God devised, and God is the best of devisors" (Q. 3:34). The
important question here is, What do the words wa lakin shubbiha lahum
mean? In answer to this question, a number of different theories have been
formulated and elaborated by Qur'anic exegetes throughout Islamic history.
For the most part, their purpose has been to answer the question, Who was
killed and crucified if Jesus was saved by divine intervention? In their eager-
ness to confirm the denial of the death and crucifixion of Christ at the hands
of his enemies, commentators have generally interpreted the words shubbiha
lahum to mean that another was made to bear his likeness (shabah) and die
in his stead. Although later commentators questioned this reading on gram-
matical grounds, as will be seen below, they nonetheless continued to pro-
pound theories about who that substitute may have been.

Christian scholars, likewise, accepted this interpretation and pro-
pounded their own theories. Michel Hayek, a modern Lebanese theologian,
comments as follows: "This opinion may be related to a Christian heresy
which had many supporters in Najran just before the rise of Islam. This was
the heresy of the docetics who denied the sufferings of Christ. Some of them
claimed that Simon the Cyrene was the man who bore the likeness of Christ
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(and died in his stead)."5 Docetism, in whatever form it appeared, sought to
preserve the divinity of Christ from the indignities of suffering and death.
Islam, however, does not admit of docetism in any form. Its very human
images of the life to come, as well as its insistence on the humanity of God's
messengers, argues against such a view. Furthermore, neither the Qur'an nor
later Islamic tradition suggests a phantomlike appearance of Christ. He was,
rather, a man, born in the usual way (Q. 19:22,23), lived like other men, and
like them must die and be resurrected for the final reckoning (Q. 19:33).

It must therefore be argued that the Qur'an only denies the death of
jesus on the cross and leaves open the question of his actual death. From the
beginning, the commentators had some knowledge of the Christian insis-
tence on the crucifixion as a historical fact. They did not, however, grasp the
implication of this fact for Christianity, and therefore tried to harmonize
the Qur'anic denial with the Christian affirmation. They accepted a cruci-
fixion as a historical fact, in agreement with Christians, but denied it of
jesus, in agreement with the Qur'an. They adopted not a docetic position
in interpretating the words shubbiha lahum but a substitutionist one. Thus,
any parallels that this position may present with docetism can be only inci-
dental.

The substitutionist solution to the problem raised two further questions.
Why would God cause one person to suffer the trials of another, even if for
the purpose of sparing His own messenger the ignominy of a shameful death?
Second, what would the implications of this confusion of identities by God
be for social norms and the credibility of historical testimony? The second
of these two questions was eventually raised, and therefore deserves some
attention later in this discussion. The first, however, underlies the choice of
alternative solutions preferred by different commentators. To these, I shall
now turn.

The traditions relating the story of jesus are told on the authority of
either jewish converts such as Wahb bin Munabbih or of unnamed Christian
converts as in the traditions of Ibn Ishaq. Tabari relates on the authority of
Wahb the following story. When God revealed to Jesus that He would take
him up to Him, jesus and seventeen of his disciples went into a house (per-
haps to celebrate the Passover). There, they were surprised by the Jews who
were seeking jesus. God, however, cast the likeness of Jesus on everyone in
the group so that he could not be distinguished from the rest. The Jews
exclaimed, "You have bewitched us! Either bring forth jesus or we shall kill
you all."6 They then took one of the group and killed him, believing him to
be jesus. Hence, "It was made only to appear so to them." After reviewing
a number of traditions, Tabari himself prefers the one just discussed. He
bases his preference on two major considerations. The Jews, who denied the
truth of what jesus brought them from their Lord, deserved to be frustrated
and to have their plan against jesus, the prophet of God, thwarted. The dis-
ciples, I;awariyyun, and the Christians who followed them were not telling
a lie by asserting the crucifixion, as they did not see Jesus taken up to heaven.
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They thought, rather, that he was killed because he told them on the night
before that his end was at hand. This interpretation, however, was not
accepted by most commentators because it was related on the authority of
only one traditionist, albeit the famous Wahb bin Munabbih.

Tabari presents a possible alternative which, in his view, serves the same
purpose. This is the story, again related on the authority of Wahb, which
declares that Jesus was deserted by all his companions at the time of his
arrest.! He was tied with a rope and dragged through the streets to the place
where he was to be crucified. At that moment, he was taken up to heaven and
his likeness cast on another whom the Jews killed, thinking him to be Jesus.
Thus they were frustrated and the disciples were not telling a lie since they
did not see him taken up. This solution, however, creates more problems
than it solves. It makes historical Christianity based on a divine deception
which was not disclosed until the Qur'an was revealed centuries later. We
shall return to this problem later.

Important to most of the substitutionist interpretations is the idea that
whoever bore the likeness of Jesus, and consequently his suffering and death,
did so voluntarily. It must have been felt by hadith transmitters and com-
mentators that for God to cause an innocent man to die unjustly to save
another would be divine wrongdoing (:r-u1m), which cannot be predicated of
God. Thus, the theory which eventually gained most popularity was that one
of the disciples voluntarily accepted death as a ransom for his master.8

This theory in its simplest form was related by Tabari on the authority
of Qatada (a well-known companion and hadith transmitter). He said:

It has been related to us that Jesus son of Mary, the prophet of God,
said to his companions, "Who among you would consent to have
my likeness (shabahi) cast upon him, and be killed?" One of them
answered, "I would, 0 prophet of God." Thus that man was killed
and God protected His prophet and took him up to Himself.9

In what appears to be the second stage in the development of this the-
ory, the number of the disciples is set at nineteen. One of them consents to
die in his master's place; then Jesus is taken up to heaven before their eyes.
When the disciples came out of the besieged house, they declared that their
master was taken up. The Jews verified this claim by counting the men sev-
eral times; each time one was missing. Still, they took the man and killed
him, thinking him to be Jesus. III

The next stage in the development of the theory presents a growing in-
terest in historical accounts. The result is an interesting story composed of
diverse elements, Gospel materials, and hagiography. It was related on the
authority of Ibn Ishaq (the famous biographer of the Prophet) that the king
of the Jews who sought to kill Jesus was a man called David. When all the
people had concurred, Jesus was greatly frightened by death. He prayed, "0
God, if Thou wouldst take away this cup from any of Thine creatures, then
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take it away from me."11 His skin was dripping with blood, from grief and
fear (Luke 22:44). Then he and his twelve disciples entered a house where he
offered a place with him in paradise to the one who would bear his likeness
and die in his stead. The man who volunteered, according to this tradition,
was not one of the twelve. His name was Sergus; he took the seat of Jesus and
the master was taken up to heaven.12 It is of special interest that this story is
supposed to have been related to Ibn Ishag by a Christian convert. Whether
this reflects a local Christian tradition, or was an echo of docetic theology,
albeit in a crude form, cannot be determined with certainty given the pres-
ent state of our knowledge of Arabian Christianity of that period.

In time, however, we see a preference for what we may call punishment
substitutionism. Here, God is completely absolved from the responsibility of
injustice or wrongdoing. According to some versions of this theory, Jesus
was sought by his enemies, who intended to kill him. God, or Gabriel, made
him enter a house for refuge. His pursuers sent a man in to kill him. The
man's name is variously given as Tityanus, Titabus, or Titanus. Jesus was
taken up through an opening in the roof. Not finding him, the man came out
to report to the people. But God had turned him into the likeness of Jesus,
and he was killed in spite of his protests. God, however, cast the likeness of
Jesus only on the man's face and not on his body.13 Thus, the people were
confused as to the identity of the man they killed. This is added to explain
the rest of the verse, which declares that those who differed concerning him
followed only their conjecture.

By the sixth Islamic century (twelfth century C.L), we witness yet another
development that seeks to interpret the entire passage in one complete story. 14

The Jews, the Qur'an tells us, uttered great calumnies against Mary. A group
of them reviled Jesus and his mother, calling him "sorcerer, son of a sorcer-
ess, reprobate, son of a loose woman." Jesus prayed, saying, "0 God, You are
my Lord and I from Your spirit came into being and with Your Word You did
create me. I did not come to them of my own accord. 0 God, curse those
who reviled me and my mother." II God answered his prayer and turned the
calumniators into apes and swine. The king and notables of the Jews, fearing
a similar punishment, sought to kill Jesus. They besieged him and his disci-
ples in a house, and one of them agreed to bear the likeness of his master and
die in his place in order that the others may be saved. According to other ver-
sions of the same tale, the Jews sent the man Tityanus to kill Jesus who was
alone hiding in a house. But he himself was killed, as we have already seen.

Judas Iscariot has had an interesting history in Christian piety and folk-
lore. He appears in Muslim tafslr very early, clearly introduced by Christian
or Jewish reporters. Reporting on the authority of Wahb bin Munabbih,
Tabari teUs the story of Judas selling his master for thirty pieces of silver;
later he regrets his evil deed and hangs himself. At that early stage, however,
Judas is not yet identified. Later, when Judas is specifically mentioned, his
name is confused. In a tradition related on the authority of Ibn Ishag, who
heard it from a Christian convert, Yudas Zechariah, Yutah, or Butah (Judas
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Iscariot) led the Jews to Jesus and was himself made to bear the likeness of
the master. Jesus was taken to heaven and Judas was seized by the mobs who
crucified him, thinking him to be Jesus. All the while, he cried out, "I am not
the one you want! I am the one who led you to him."16 This tradition has
since been reported by most commentators. 17 Modern thinkers have gener-
ally preferred this alternative on special historical and psychological grounds,
as will be discussed below.

Many commentators questioned the entire theory and sought to go
beyond the literal meaning of the text. Others tried to present the whole
episode in a credible historical account without rejecting the substitutionist
interpretation. The account of the historian Ibn Kathir. (d. 747/1373) is one
of the most interesting examples of this historical approach. It is a narrative
account showing definite dependence on Gospel materials. We present it here
in some detail.

The Jews envied Jesus for what God had given him, manifest revelations
(bayyinat) and power to perform miracles (mu'jizat), and sought to kill him.
Jesus did not dwell with them; rather, he roamed the earth, often with his
mother. The Jews wrote to the king of Damascus, who was a worshipper of
the stars, accusing Jesus of sedition and leading the people astray. The king
then wrote to his governor in Jerusalem ordering him to arrest Jesus, place
thorns on his head (Matt 27:29; Mark 15:17; John 19:2), and crucify him.
Thus, a group of Jews went with soldiers to the house where Jesus lodged
with his twelve, thirteen, or seventeen disciples. They besieged them on a
Friday past the mid-afternoon hour. Jesus asked his disciples, "Who among
you would consent to bear my likeness and be my companion in paradise?"
A young man volunteered, but Jesus, thinking the youth too young for the
task, repeated his request three times. Each time, however, only the youth
indicated his readiness to ransom the master. Jesus then agreed and an open-
ing appeared in the roof of the house through which he ascended to heaven.
After this the companions of Jesus went out of the house, and the youth was
seized and killed. IX

Thus, the Jews and some Christian groups thought that it was Jesus, as
did those of his companions who did not see him ascend to heaven. It is also
said that his mother sat at the foot of the cross and wept and that the man
spoke to her.l~ The author, however, doubts this and adds, "but God knows
best." Then, commenting on the entire episode, he writes, "And all this is so
that God may try His servants according to His infinite wisdom."20

The first to seriously question the substitutionist idea altogether was the
famous commentator Abu'l Qasim al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1143). His objec-
tions are based only on grammatical considerations. Nevertheless, he pro-
vides new arguments for many commentators after him. He begins by asking
to what the verb shubbiha refers. If it is made to refer to Christ, then Christ
is the one to whom something else is likened, not the one likened to some-
thing else. The verb, however, cannot have as its subject the one killed, since
he is never mentioned in the Qur'an. Thus it must refer to the preposition
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"to" (them), that is, "they were made to imagine it." It is possible also to
make the verb shubbiha refer to the one slain, as in the clause, "We have
surely killed the Christ, Jesus," that is, the one who was made to appear to
them like Jesus.21 His famous disciple, Nasir aI-Din al-Baydawi (d. 685/
1286), repeats the same objections, and then adds, "or it may be that no one
was killed; rather his being killed was falsely claimed and spread among
men."22 Baydawi does not, unfortunately, develop the idea further.

The thinker who really faced the theological and philosophical issue that
the substitutionist interpretation implies was Fakr ai-Din al-Razi (d. 606/
1209). Razi was not satisfied with repeating the views of his predecessors;
rather, he subjected every view to the careful scrutiny of his sharp analytical
mind. He begins by raising two questions. The first is the one raised by
Zamakhshari, already discussed. The second and more important question
concerns what would happen if it is supposed that the likeness of one man
could be cast on another. Two problems would result. First, it would open
the gate of sophistry so that no social norm such as marriage or ownership
rights could be ascertained. Further, this would lead to doubt in historical tes-
timony, that is, the ongoing transmission of historical reports (tawatur). This
historical transmission provides a sure source of knowledge, provided that
tawatur is based on concrete data. If, however, we allow the possibility of the
occurrence of such confusion of identity, this would necessitate in the end
doubt in all sacred laws (shara'!). Nor can it be argued that such an occur-
rence is possible only during the ages of prophets. This is because although
the age of prophetic miracles (mu'jizat) has ended, nonetheless the age of
karamat (miracles as divine favors) has not, for miracle as divine favors are
possible in every age. "In sum, the opening of such a gate necessitates doubt
in tawatur, and this in turn necessitates doubt in fundamentals (u~ul), and
this in turn necessitates doubt in the prophethood of all prophets. This is a
branch (far') necessitating doubt in fundamentals and must therefore be
rejected."23 Razi then suggests that perhaps when Christ was taken up, the
Jews took a man whom they killed, claiming that he was Jesus, for Jesus was
a man little given to social intercourse, and thus known only to a few cho-
sen companions. "The Christian agreement in the transmission (of the cru-
cifixion event) goes back to a few people whose agreement on a false report
is not improbable."24

Having thus criticized the principle of the substitutionist theory, Razi
reviews the various opinions without endorsing any of them. He saw these
as only conjectures transmitted from one generation to the next; the accept-
ance or rejection of any of them would be in itself a matter of opinion. Razi
was more concerned with the understanding of Christ, the spirit of God and
His Word. But before we turn to this more important point, we should con-
sider a few other examples of the substitutionist solution to complete our
discussion.

The idea that no one actually bore the image of Christ and suffered in
his stead may have had its origins in Mu'tazili circles (Mu'tazili was a ratio-
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nalist school of thought in early Islam). To the Mu'tazili, the notion that
God could commit acts of injustice, for any reason, was most repugnant.
Furthermore, for God to allow such confusion of identity for whatever rea-
son, would be too irrational and therefore inadmissible. Shi'i authors, who
had much in common with Mu'tazili thought, report an interesting tradition
to this effect on the authority of Abu 'Ali al-Jubba'i (d. 303/915), a well-
known Mu'tazili theologian. AI-Shaykh al-Tusi (d. 459/1067) reports that
the Jews sought to kill Jesus, but God took him up to Himself. They there-
fore took another whom they crucified on a high and isolated hill, allowing
no one to come near him until his features had changed beyond recognition.
They were thus able to conceal the fact of Jesus' ascension, which they wit-
nessed, and to spread false reports of his death and crucifixion. This they
did to prevent his ascension from becoming a reason for other Jews to believe
in him. In this solution, the requirements of both justice and rationality are
met. Moreover, those who later disagreed concerning Christ's end were not
those who crucified him. Hence, the contention of both the Jews, who
claimed to have crucified Jesus, and of the Christians, who asserted that he
died on the cross and was then taken up to heaven, are-from the point of
view of Jewish and Christian reporters-historically true.2S

Shi'i popular piety presents Jesus from a definite Shi'i perspective.
According to Shi'i piety, human beings are either in the wrong or in the right,
depending on whether or not they follow the right authority or guidance of
God's prophets and their true vicegerents, the imams. We are told on the
authority of the fifth imam, Imam al-Baqir, that Jesus called his disciples
together one evening to tell them of his coming ascension and asked who
would consent to bear his image, be killed, and be his companion in para-
dise. A young man accepted and Jesus assented as well. He then told them
that one of them would deny him twelve times before the morning, and one
confessed his intention to be that person. Finally Jesus predicted, "You shall
indeed be divided after me into three sects. Two of these will be calumnious
toward God, and thus be destined for the fire; the third will follow Sham'un
(Simon Peter), will be truthful toward God, and hence be destined for para-
dise. "26 Jesus, as a true Shi'i ascetic, then ascended to heaven wearing a
woolen shirt, spun and sewed by Mary, his mother. As he reached the heav-
enly regions, he was addressed, "0 Jesus, cast away from you the adorn-
ment of the world. "27

Shi'i authors in general report the usual traditions on the authority of the
same traditionists cited by Sunni commentators. Shi'i traditions, however,
and these are few, present, as we have seen, typically Shi'i interpretations. To
the element of human plotting (makr) and divine counterplotting, Shi'i exe-
gesis adds an element of divine mystery. Those who imagined that Jesus was
killed and crucified did so in ignorance of the truth. Their conjecture (?:ann)
was based on an incomplete knowledge of the facts. Thus the famous fourth-
Islamic-century theologian and traditionist Ibn Babawayh quotes the eighth
imam, Imam al-Rida, as saying:
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The case of no one among the prophets of God and His proofs (or
witnesses, hujaj) has been obscured (shubbiha) to men except that
of Jesus alone. This is due to the fact that he was taken up from this
world alive, and his spirit taken away from him between heaven and
earth. He was taken up to heaven and there his spirit was returned
to him.28

The word shubbiha in this context means not only "it was made to ap-
pear so" but also that the matter was made obscure. This interpretation is
not at all implausible if we consider the rest of the verse, as we shall now do.

Did Jesus Die?

The Qur'an, we have argued, presents Jesus as a challenge not only to human
folly and unbelief (kufr) but equally to human ignorance and the reliance on
mere conjecture. Indeed, the Arabic word ?:ann is the opposite not only of
knowledge ('ilm) but also of absolute certainty or faith (yaqTn). The Qur'an
declares, "Those who differed concerning him Uesus] are in doubt regarding
it [the truth]; they have no knowledge of it [the truth] save the following of
conjecture (?:ann)" (Q. 4:157). In this reading, we may differ from some com-
mentators, yet we have not forced the text to yield any meaning or idea not
in consonance with the Qur'anic view of Christ. Nor were commentators
from the earliest time unaware of this interpretation.

The famous scholar Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) comments on the pas-
sage, "They have no knowledge concerning it save the following of conjec-
ture, and they did not slay him [or, it] with certainty" (meaning, "they did
not slay knowledge with certainty").29 This interesting interpretation is based
on a tradition attributed to the first actual commentator, Ibn Abbas, the
cousin and companion of the Prophet. According to Tabari, the disagree-
ment (ikhtilaf) here concerns Jesus, whether he was the one who was killed
by the Jews or someone else. Their having killed him was only a conjecture,
the opposite of knowledge and certainty. "And this is like one man saying to
another, 'You have not killed this matter with knowledge, nor have you killed
it with certainty,'" Tabari argues therefore that the hu ending of the word
qatalahu, "they slew him (or, it)," refers to al-?:ann, conjecture.'11

If this interpretation is at all plausible, then the Qur'an is addressing not
only the Jewish contemporaries of Jesus but all human beings of all times.
The disagreement for which the Qur'an reproaches the contemporaries of
Jesus is not absent from Muslim thinking about Christ. In their earnest
search for truth, many commentators obscured the essence of the Qur'anic
view of Christ behind the veil of their own conjecture. The substitutionist
theory will not do, regardless of its form or purpose. First, it makes a mock-
ery of divine justice and the primordial covenant of God with humanity to
guide human history to its final fulfillment (Q. 7:172; 2:38). Would it be ill
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consonance with God's covenant, his mercy and justice, to deceive human-
ity for so many centuries? Or, can it be said that the argument of the com-
mentators would be really meaningful to Christians? Muslim commentators
have generally assumed an attitude of overconfident superiority toward the
Christians whom they were supposed to guide to the truth. This attitude has
been generally a polemical one in that it assumes, as we have seen, that the
Christian witness to the cross of Christ is based on a divine deception and is
therefore false.

To be sure, there were those who sought to minimize or reject this
attitude. In this they came nearer to the Qur'anic spirit of conciliation and
search for meaning beyond the mere facts of history. This effort was made
mainly by Sufi exegetes, although it was not limited to them. Razi, after
reviewing and criticizing the various theories and notions of his predeces-
sors, explains the Christian idea that only the human body of Christ suffered
and died:

For his [Jesus'] soul is of the substance of sanctity (qudsiyyah) and
exaltation ('ulwiyyah). It is a celestial [soul] of intense luminosity,
with the divine lights, and of great proximity to the angelic spirit. A
soul such as this would not suffer because of the darkness of the
body. for after its separation from the darkness of this body, it is lib-
erated into the open courts of the heavenly realms and the lights of
the world of majesty. There its exaltation and bliss are increased
beyond measure.31

This statement goes a long way toward meeting the Qur'anic challenge
of Jesus, the Christ. It also provides a good starting point for Muslim-
Christian understanding.

Muslim commentators had some awareness, however imperfect, of the
christological issues in Eastern Christian theology. They therefore attributed
this disagreement and conjecture to Christian errors concerning Jesus. 12 Yet
even here, we see operating the Islamic view of the truth as transcending the
flow of historical events. Islam, according to this view, is as old as history
itself. It is the truth which all prophets have claimed, but which was forgot-
ten or distorted until revealed with definite force and clarity in the Qur'an.
Thus Ibn Kathir relates, in his interpretation of the verse in question, that the
followers of Jesus were divided after him into three sects. One of them
asserted, "God was among us for as long as He willed, then went up to
heaven." This was the Jacobite sect. The second said, "The Son of God dwelt
among us so long as he willed, then God took him up to Himself." These
were the Nestorians. The third group declared, "The servant of God and His
apostle sojourned among us for as long as God willed, then God took him
up to Himself." These were the Muslims. "Since that time, Islam remained
obscured until God sent Muhammad."33

This view of the universality of the truth could be the basis of unity and
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dialogue within the diversity of humankind. If all human beings are seen as
committed (muslim) to the divine will within the context of the spirit and cul-
tural heritage of each human community, then the spirit of tolerance and
understanding would prevail. If, on the other hand, the Islam of the Muslim
community, with all its institutions as a reified religion, is to be used as the
measure of religious truth, everywhere and in every age, then the divine wis-
dom in creating a world of religious and cultural plurality (Q. 49: 13) has
been in vain. The denial of this is possible, in our view, only on the most
superficial level, where facts, not meaning, become the point of contention
and polemics on both sides.

The Qur'an, as I have already argued, does not deny the death of Christ.
Rather, it challenges human beings who in their folly have deluded them-
selves into believing that they would vanquish the divine Word, Jesus Christ,
the messenger of God. The death of Jesus is asserted several times and in
various contexts.J4 Two of these are of special interest to the argument of
this study. In Surah 5, God questions Jesus directly, "0 Jesus, son of Mary,
did you say to mankind, 'Take me and my mother as two gods beside God?'"
To this Jesus answers:

I did not say to them save that which you commanded me (to say),
"Worship God, my Lord and your Lord." I was a witness over them,
as long as I was among them, but when You took me (or, caused me
to die), You were the Watcher over them, and You are a witness over
all things. (Q. 5:117)

Here the Oneness of God is contrasted with the humanity of Christ, which
is stressed by the reference to the fact of his mortality.

The other verse I wish to discuss at some length is put in the context of
confrontation or struggle between Jesus and his opponents, where God inter-
venes directly on behalf of His messenger. The struggle begins when Jesus
senses the denial or unbelief of his people. He asks his disciples, "Who shall
be my supporters (an~ar) to God?" They pledged their support in the words,
"We shall be God's supporters; we believe in God, so bear witness that we
are Muslims" (Q. 3:52). Then in answer to the plot of the people against
Jesus, God assures him, saying, "0 Jesus, I am surely taking you (or, caus-
ing you to die, mutawa((rka) and lifting you up to me" (Q. 3:55). The verse
goes on to promise Jesus salvation from the impurities of unbelief and to his
followers authority over the people of unbelief until the Day of Resurrec-
tion, when all men shall return to God, who will judge among them. The
verse clearly states an end to Jesus' earthly life followed by a celestial life
with God.

Commentators went to great length in their attempts to harmonize this
statement with what appears at first sight as its opposite. It is the declaration
that Jesus did not actually die on the cross but was taken up to heaven. The
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solutions offered were, first, that the word mutawaffrka means "receiving
you. "" The verb tawaffa literally means "to reclaim a debt or a charge in its
entirety from another person." In general usage, however, it means in its pas-
sive form tuwuffT, "to die," hence the verbal noun wafat, "death." Thus, the
dilemma is whether Jesus died and his soul was received by God, or his soul
and body were both reclaimed and he went to heaven alive. The second solu-
tion implies that Jesus is still alive in heaven, having been taken up in his
sleep so that he would not be frightened by the experience.36 Tabari cites
Ka'b al-Ahbar, the Jewish chief rabbi, as saying:

God, exalted be His Majesty, would not have caused Jesus, son of
Mary, to die .... Thus, when Jesus saw the small number of those
who accepted him and the multitude of those who rejected him, he
complained to God. Then God revealed to him, 'Surely I am receiv-
ing you (mutawaffrka) and lifting you up to me. For the one whom
I take up to Me is not dead, and I shall send you against the one-eyed
liar (al-A 'war al-Dajjal) and you shall kill him. After this, you shall
live for twenty-four years, then will I cause you to die the death of
the living.37

It was early reported on the authority of Ibn Abbas that the word
mutawaffrka means "causing you to die," mumrtuka.3~ Perhaps contempo-
rary with this tradition was the alternative equating of tawaffr (receiving or
reclaiming) with rafa'a (to take up to heaven).39 Still another tradition sug-
gests that Jesus was taken to heaven and will die later, since the sequence of
the action of receiving and taking up does not necessarily require the order
given in the literal reading of the text.40

The traditions related on the authority of converts such as Wahb bin
Munabbih retain a strong echo of Gospel accounts. Wahb declared, "God
caused Jesus, son of Mary, to die for three hours during the day, then took
him up to Him." It is possible that the three hours here mentioned refer to
the darkness that was supposed to have covered the earth at the time of Jesus'
death.41 Ibn Ishaq reports on the authority of a Christian convert that God
caused Jesus to die for seven hours, an idea that later commentators attrib-
ute to Christian reports.42 There is no evidence of such a notion in Christian
tradition. There were even suggestions that Jesus died for three days, then
was resuscitated and taken up to heaven.43

Again, as usual, we find in Razi a genuine attempt to go beyond the lit-
eral reading of the text. He first interprets the word mutawaffrka as possi-
bly meaning "completing the term (ajal) of your life," and "protecting you
from the evil schemes of your enemies." This also means that Jesus was taken
up to heaven both in body and spirit, that is, as a complete person. Razi then
argues that the word is to be understood metaphorically: "I [God] shall ren-
der you lJesusJ as though you are dead," because when Jesus was taken up
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to heaven and no news or trace was left of him on earth, he became as one
dead.44 The author takes the term tawwafi to include death, without being
synonymous with it. It is rather a general term requiring specification of the
kind intended; hence, "and 'taking you up to Me' is ... a specification of the
kind. "45 It could also mean that God accepted the deeds (a'mal) of Jesus,
which He caused to be brought before Him.46 Razi concludes:

What is meant by this verse is that the Exalted One gave Jesus the
glad tidings that his acts of obedience and good deeds were accepted.
He informed him also that what troubles and hardships he had suf-
fered at the hands of his enemies in the cause of manifesting his faith
(din) and sacred law (shari'ah) would not be lost, nor would his
reward be destroyed.47

In this interpretation, Razi may have been influenced by the Sufi view of
Christ. He quotes the statement of the famous Sufi Abu Bakr al- Wasiti that
God said, "I am causing you to die to your desires and the limitations of
your cardinal soul (nafs). "4X Razi does not, however, carry this interpretation
far enough for him to be a good representative of the Sufi view.

The Sufis, while not rejecting the traditional interpretation completely,
have attempted to see Christ as the universal perfect man through whom all
religions will be unified and humanity brought nearer to God. The signifi-
cance of the death of Jesus is not in the how and when of history but rather
in its meaning to a humanity bound to this material plane of existence by
lust, greed, and anxiety. Nor is the significance of his heavenly subsistence
with God dependent on whether his body, his spirit, or both were assumed
to heaven. Rather, the significance of Christ's life in heaven is his example as
a specially favored human being who has risen beyond this world of mate-
rial existence to the divine presence. He was taken to the heaven, which,
according to ai-Hasan al-Basri, "is the locus of the grace (karamah) of God
and the dwelling place of His angels. "49 God wished him to be with the
angels in order that "they may attain his grace (barakah), because he is the
Word of God and His Spirit." Jesus may be taken as a concrete example of
the spiritual journey of the man of faith from the plane of material existence
to the celestial plane where God alone is; there to Him alone belongs judg-
ment and to no one of His creatures.

Jesus will return to share in our human life, and more fully than he did
during his first sojourn on earth. He shall then purify the earth from all false-
hood and dissension. He shall kill the one-eyed liar, the symbol of all evil in
the world. He shall remove the barriers that divide humanity spiritually. He
shall marry and beget children. He shall die and be buried with Muhammad
in his grave, and the two will be resurrected together. 50 In this final com-
mingling of the bodies of the founders of two of the world's largest religious
communities, we have perhaps the myth expressing hopes often drowned by
the clamor of our empty words.
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The Search for Meaning: Some Modern Attitudes

The Sufi approach had been unique in the long history of Muslim-Christian
relations. It has not, unfortunately, received the attention it deserves as a
possible basis for constructive dialogue. In fact, modern thinkers have gen-
erally ignored Sufi ideas along with much traditional literature dealing with
the interpretation of the life, death, and mission of Jesus.

The Shi'i view of Christ resembles that of the Sufis in some important
respects. First, it does not always insist on a literal understanding of the text.
Second, it presents an ascetic image of Jesus, and finally, it does not gener-
ally favor a bodily ascension of Christ to heaven.

Modern Shi'i thinkers have allowed the possibility that Jesus died and
only his spirit was taken up to heaven. One modern commentator has argued
that the Jews crucified not Jesus but another whom they mistook for him.
Jesus, however, escaped and with his mother spent the rest of his life in her-
metic seclusion. The author finds support for this view in the verse, "And we
have made the son of Mary and his mother a sign, and led them for refuge
to a hill of comfort and flowing water" (Q. 23:50).51 Jesus then died a nat-
ural death, and his body was buried in that hill, while his spirit went up to
heaven.

The well-known contemporary Shi'i scholar Sayyid Muhammad Husayn
Tabataba'i takes the same view, but on different grounds. He first argues
that wafat does not necessarily mean death, unless specified. 52He argues fur-
ther that although a literal reading of the words "rather, God took him up
to Himself" may suggest a bodily ascension, "God actually meant a spiritual
(ma'nawT) and not a formal (~uwarT) assumption, because the Exalted One
has no place of the kind occupied by bodies."53 In this, the author follows a
time-honored tradition in Mu'tazili and Shi'i thought that sought to explain
metaphorically all anthropomorphic references to God in the Qur'an. Even,
he concludes, "if the text indicates literally bodily assumption, heaven means
only the locus of proximity to Him and His blessings. "54

Again, in agreement with the Mu'tazili insistence on divine justice and
the rationality of all things, Sayyid Tabataba'i interprets the words shubbiha
lahum as "seizing someone else unknowingly."55 For the Roman soldiers
who arrested Jesus and crucified him did not know him. He bases this argu-
ment on the role of Judas, who identified Jesus for them. Thus, tashbih,
seeming or appearing, could also mean "mistake" (shubha), and not the cast-
ing of the image (~urah) of one man on another. The author offers a final
curious suggestion:

Perhaps some historians have mentioned that the stories relating to
Jesus, his mission, and the historical events of the rulers and other
preachers of his time refer to two men called Christ. The two may
have lived five hundred years or more apart. The earlier was the true
Messiah, neither killed nor crucified, and the later, the false Mes-
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siah, was crucified. Thus, what the Qur'an mentions concerning
tashb[h is that of Jesus, son of Mary, with the crucified Christ.

Perhaps aware of the historical problems that this suggestion raises, the
author adds, "and God knows best."'6

In contrast with the Sufi and Shi'i views of the death and assumption of
Christ, contemporary Sunni thinkers have shifted the emphasis of their argu-
ments to a discussion of the meaning of the cross in the Christian faith and
to the question of the authenticity of the Gospel accounts regarding the death
of Christ. In this, they have taken an important step toward facing the cru-
cial issues involved in the Christian assertion of the cross as a historical fact
of cosmic dimensions, transforming and transcending history. Commenta-
tors of the classical and postclassical periods sought through an earnest and
painstaking study of the Qur'an to question the historicity of the cross, with-
out, however, grappling with the problems of its significance for Christian-
ity. Modern thinkers, on the other hand, have turned to history, including the
Gospel story, for support of their interpretations. They exhibit a fairly accu-
rate knowledge of primary Christian sources, which they discuss not from a
Christian but from a strictly Islamic perspective. This approach can hardly
serve as the basis for a fruitful encounter of the two faiths.

The modern approach is dialectic and personal, and while it takes tra-
ditional ideas into account, it is generally not bound by them. Hence, it is not
to tradition that modern thinkers turn for their criticism of Christianity but
to the nineteenth-century humanist attacks on religion. In this we see a kind
of crystallization of a modern tradition. Early modernists in the Arab world,
such as Muhammad 'Abduh and his immediate successors, all belong to the
nineteenth century. Their views have been adopted and in large measure
repeated by later thinkers interested in Christianity in general.

Another important characteristic of the modern approach is a tendency
to demythologize the Christ of the classical tradition, whether by rejecting
tradition altogether or by interpreting it metaphorically. Sayyid Qutb, the
famous leader of the Muslim Brothers, relies on the Gospel accounts only for
the background of his interpretation of the verses under consideration. His
purpose was to "remain in the shadow of the Qur'an. "\7 He accepts only
what the sacred text states concerning the death and assumption of Jesus
Christ, commenting that "as for the manner of his death and assumption,
these are matters belonging to the unseen (ghaybiyyah), and they fall in the
category of obscure (mutashabbihat) verses, whose exegetical meaning
(ta'wll) is known to God alone."'x

Another modern thinker, Ahmad Mustafa al-Maraghi, offers a rational-
istic view of Christ by interpreting tradition metaphorically. He argues from
historical examples of identity confusion that it was possible for the Jews
and the Roman soldiers to mistake another for Jesus.5Y Like Moses, who dis-
appeared under the eyes of thousands of his people, Jesus disappeared and
died a natural death. As for his ascension, it must be understood as the rais-
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ing of status or degree with God; as we read ofIdris (Enoch), "and We raised
him into a high station" (Q. 19:57). Similarly, what is meant by Christ's
return to the earth and his rule over it is "the domination of his spirit and
the mystery of his message over humanity in order that men may live by the
inner meaning of the law (sharT'ah) without being bound by its outer shell. "60

For Jesus did not bring a new law to the Jews. He was rather a reformer who
sought to manifest the truth. Likewise, the liar (al-Dajjal) whom Jesus is to
kill at the end of time is only a symbol of empty legends, falsehood, and all
the evils which would disappear were men and women to live by the spirit
of the sacred law and fulfill its injunctions.6l

It must be emphasized that Muslim thinkers do not reject the Gospels
out of hand as complete distortions of the truth. They are regarded, on the
contrary, as containing clear evidence of the essential truth of God's One-
ness and the humanity of Jesus. It is interesting to observe further that
throughout Islamic history, the Fourth Gospel, with its Logos christology,
has been the one most often cited by Muslim thinkers in support of their
arguments. Another document that provided the answer to many christo-
logical questions for modern commentators is the Gospel of Barnabas. This
is most probably a late work, written under Islamic influence and agreeing
with Islam on many crucial pointsY It was translated into Arabic in the early
decades of this century by Antun Saadi, a Lebanese Christian. Since then, it
has been regarded by Muslim scholars as coming nearest to the lost Gospel
of Jesus (lnjTI '[sa), and has therefore been the source of many of their argu-
ments against Christianity.6' The Gospel of Barnabas tells us that Judas Iscar-
iot led the Jews and Roman soldiers to arrest Jesus at night in a house where
Jesus and the disciples were sleeping. As he entered the house, Jesus was
taken away by the angels, who carried him up to heaven. His likeness and
his voice were cast upon Judas, who woke up the other disciples to ask where
the master had gone. They, however, hailed him as the master and thought
him distraught by the fear of death. This Judas was taken and crucified. He
lost his mind, so that his incoherent protests were considered as those of a
madman. Jesus, however, appeared after three days to his mother and the
rest of the disciples to comfort and reassure them, announcing the coming of
the Prophet Muhammad, who would fulfill all the things he had taught.64

The Gospel of Barnabas has provided modern commentators not only
with a supposed firsthand report in support of the substitutionist theory but
also with what appears as a plausible justification. Thus, we have come full
circle back to the earliest interpretation of the words shubbiha lahurn as
meaning "another took his likeness and was substituted for him." Modern
Muslim thinkers have becn aware of the claim that Barnabas is a late docu-
ment. Somc have therefore used it only as partial evidence,65 while others
have argued that it is the true Gospel in full or in part, which Christians had
hidden for many centuries until it was found in their most sacred institution,
the Vatican library. The question of the historicity of the event of the cross
remains open, nonctheless, and a more up-to-date study of the Gospel of
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Barnabas would help greatly in moving Christian-Muslim dialogue from
scriptural polemics to the more important task of understanding and appre-
ciating the significance of Christ for the two religious traditions. The critique
of the cross as the instrument of redemption by Sayyid Muhammad Rashid
Rida in Tafsir al-Manar typifies both the problem as well as the effort for
greater Christian-Muslim understanding. We shall conclude our discussion
of Muslim views of the death of Jesus with a brief analysis of this critique.

Rashid Rida agrees with other contemporary commentators in taking
the traditions regarding the ascension of Jesus and his return at the end of
time metaphorically and with caution. He sees in the Qur'anic reference to
Jesus as the apostle of God whom the Jews wrongly claimed to have killed
an assertion of Christ's apostleship, not divinity. He argues further that the
Gospels indicate that Jesus himself proclaimed the Oneness of God in the
words, "and this is eternal life, that they know Thee, the only true God, and
Jesus Christ whom Thou hast sent. "66 He likewise finds support in the same
Gospel for the idea of doubt and conjecture concerning Jesus' identity even
by the disciples: "You shall doubt me tonight."67 These works are quoted by
most modern commentators, all of whom miss their real significance, both
for the evangelist and for Christian tradition in general. The author con-
cludes from this that if the disciples, who know him most intimately, doubted
him, then a mistake in identity would not be impossible. Therefore, this story
is based on a historical account with an incomplete chain of transmission.
Here again, the author of al-Manar echoes the usual demand that the only
measure of true report is the model of hadith transmission.

Having thus established his position regarding the prohlems of interpret-
ing the Qur'anic text, the author adds: "The actual fact of the crucifixion is
not itself a matter which the Book of God seeks to affirm or deny, except for
the purpose of asserting the killing of prophets by the Jews unjustly, and
reproaching them for that act. "6g The author then proceeds to the more
important matter, namely, the Christian belief concerning Christ and the cru-
cifixion. He hegins with a detailed discussion of original sin, then the incar-
nation, and finally the work of redemption.

The author insists throughout on the necessity of reason in judging and
accepting the truth of divine revelation. Thus he argues that the story of the
crucifixion and redemption is unacceptahle to anyone who helieves in
rational proof. The story implies that when Adam fell, God was for thou-
sands of years seeking a way to reconcile His justice with His mercy. This
imputes ignorance to God, and thus it is an act of unbelief (kufr). No one in
possession of an independent reason could accept the idea:

that the creator of the universe could be incarnated in the womb of
a woman in this earth which, in comparison to the rest of His cre-
ation, is like an atom, and then be a human being eating and drink-
ing, experiencing fatigue and suffering other hardships like the rest
of mankind. Then His enemies would level at Him insults and pain,
and finally crucify Him with thieves and declare Him cursed accord-
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ing to the Book He revealed to one of His apostles, exalted be He
over all this!6Y

No one could believe in such a story on which, Christians claim, depends the
salvation of humanity. "We say rather no one believes it because belief ([man)
is the affirmation (ta$d7 q) by reason of something that it can apprehend. "70

The author goes on to ask how can we say that God had reconciled His
justice with His mercy through the crucifixion of Christ when in reality this
had nullified them both. For God allowed Jesus to suffer as a man without
having committed any sin that merited this great punishment. God, therefore,
cannot be both just and merciful if in attempting to reconcile the two, He loses
them both. Perhaps referring to the doctrine of salvation by faith, the author
protests that if the crucifixion would save the person believing in it, no mat-
ter how grave his sins and evil his deeds, where would the justice of God and
His mercy be? "The claim of the people of the cross, therefore, that clemency
and forgiveness are opposed to justice, is unacceptable."71 Sayyid Rashid Rida
then continues by contrasting this with the idea of salvation in Islam.

Obviously, these criticisms are not new, nor are they limited to Muslims.
This study is not the place for us to argue for or against them. It must be
observed, however, that reason has not been considered, even by Islam, as the
final arbiter of faith. Indeed, the Qur'an is replete with instances extolling the
divine mystery in creation. Nor does the Qur'an reject the nonrational con-
ception of Jesus, outside the biological law of procreation. Christians have
insisted from the start that the cross is an obstacle to human wisdom and
rationality. Faith is not logic but the divine gift to man transcending and
transforming human wisdom and rationality.

Rashid Rida and Muhammad 'Abduh were subject to missionary and
secularist pressures. Thus, their polemical arguments against Christianity
must be seen in the context of Christian polemic against Islamic tradition,
both in its religion and its culture. Times have changed, and with the change
of time there is a change of attitude. In his Qaryah zalima,72 Kamil Husayn
presents perhaps the first Muslim attempt to see the cross in its true mean-
ing. It is a judgment not against any group of people but against humanity,
a repeatable act in any city, large or small, whose inhabitants choose to turn
it into a "City of Wrong." In deciding to crucify Christ, the zealously reli-
gious men of Jerusalem agreed to crucify their conscience. Christianity would
perhaps agree with this, but it would assert (and here the difference is vast
and instructive) that in choosing to crucify their conscience, men and women
everywhere and in every age crucify Christ anew.

Conclusion

It has been often argued by Christian scholars of Islam that because Islam
was not forged in the face of persecution and martyrdom, it has no place for
the mystery of suffering, which in Christianity becomes the foundation for
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faith, hope, and love. This view, I believe, is at best a simplistic one. The dis-
traught Jacob, the patient Job, the persecuted Abraham, and the martyred
Zechariah and his son, John the Baptist, are but a few of the many examples
of suffering in the way of God. Their stories, told and retold to the pious
throughout Islamic history, have played an important, although little recog-
nized, role in Muslim piety. The Shi'i ethos, which sees suffering as a domi-
nant force in human history, has also played its important role in sensitizing
Muslims to the power and profundity of human suffering. Finally, the
Prophet, in his moments of agony and depression, under the burden of the
divine commission and in his moments of fear and loneliness, had to be reas-
sured by God with the words, "Have we not relieved your breast for you?"
(Q. 93:1). Why then, it must be asked, does the Qur'an deny the crucifixion
of Christ in the face of apparently overwhelming evidence? Muslim com-
mentators have not been able convincingly to disprove the crucifixion.
Rather, they have compounded the problem by adding the conclusion of their
substitutionist theories. The problem has been, we believe, one of under-
standing. Commentators have generally taken the verse to be a historical
statement. This statement, like all the other statements concerning Jesus in
the Qur'an, belongs not to history but to theology in the broadest sense. It
is similar to the Qur'anic assertion that Mary, the mother of Christ, was the
sister of Aaron. In answer to the historian's protest, the Qur'an declares that
all the prophets are a continuous progeny (Q. 19:28; 3:34), not, of course,
in the strict physical sense. Let us, then, look at the verse again, this time
from the point of view of theology, not of history.

The reproach of the Jews, "for their saying: 'We have surely killed Jesus
the Christ, son of Mary, the apostle of God,''' with which the verse starts, is
not directed at the telling of a historical lie or at the making of a false report.
It is, rather, as is clear from the context, directed at human arrogance and
folly, at an attitude toward God and His messenger. The words identifying
Jesus are especially significant. They wished to kill Jesus, the innocent man,
who is also the Christ, the Word, and God's representative among them. By
identifying Christ in this context, the Qur'an is not only addressing the peo-
ple who could have killed yet another prophet but is telling all of humanity
who Jesus is.

The Qur'an is not speaking here about a man, righteous and wronged
though he may be, but about the Word of God who was sent to earth and
who returned to God. Thus, the denial of the killing of Jesus is a denial of
the power of human beings to vanquish and destroy the divine Word, which
is forever victorious. Hence the words "they did not kill him, nor did they
crucify him" go far deeper than the events of ephemeral human history; they
penetrate the heart and conscience of human beings. The claim of humanity
(here exemplified in the Jewish society of Christ's earthly existence) to have
this power against God can only be an illusion. "They did not slay him ...
but it seemed so to them." They only imagined doing so.

The words wa lakin shubbiha lahum do not disclose, therefore, a long-
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hidden secret of divine deception; rather, they constitute an accusation or
judgment against the human sin of pride and ignorance. They are explained
further in what follows: those who have disagreed about Christ are surely in
doubt concerning the truth. They have no knowledge; they follow only con-
jecture, the foolish imaginings of their minds. What is this truth? It is, I think,
the affirmation, once again, that God is greater than human powers and
empty schemes: "They did not kill him [that is, Jesus the Christ and God's
apostle 1 with certainty; rather, God took him up to Himself, and God is
mighty, and wise." Again, human ignorance, delusion, and conjecture are
all identified as a lack of certainty or firm faith. In the statement "and God
is Mighty and Wise," these human limitations are contrasted with divine
power and infinite wisdom.

The same verse presents Christ the Word as a challenge to human wis-
dom and power, and a judgment against human folly and pride. Men may
"wish to extinguish the light of God with their mouths," that is, with their
words of foolish wisdom, hut God will perfect His light in spite of our fool-
ishness and obstinacy (Q. 9:32).

In their earnest striving for a true understanding of the scared text, Mus-
lim commentators did more than indulge in an exercise of textual analysis.
The Qur'an insists on "letting God be God," and this the Muslim commu-
nity has taken with uncompromising seriousness. The commentators
expressed this insistence with eloquence and power, even at the risk of deny-
ing man the privilege of being man. On this privilege, with all its implica-
tions, the Qur'an also insists, and with equal emphasis. Man, the crown of
creation, "made in the hest of forms" (Q. 95:4), is also a "wrongdoing, fool-
ish" creature (Q. 33:72). Yet, in the end, the righteous men and women
among God's servants will inherit the earth (Q. 21:105). Humanity must he
fulfilled, and that is possible only through its exemplars, God's prophets and
friends (awliya').

Christianity has insisted, and with equally uncompromising seriousness,
on "letting Cod he man" in order for "man to be divine." The gap between
an extreme Islamic and an extreme Christian position on this point is admit-
tedly vast. The difference is, I believe, one of theological terminology rather
than intent. The final purpose for the two communities of faith is one: let
God be God, not only in His vast creation hut in our little lives as well. Then
and only then could man be truly man, and the light of God would shine
with perfect splendor in our mouths and hearts.

Appendix I: An Early Muslim Account of the Passion?>

When God informed Jesus, son of Mary, that he would soon be departing
this world, he was disheartened by death, and sorely grieved. He therefore
called the disciples (I;awariyyun) together for a meal which he had prepared
for them. He said, "Come to me all of you tonight for I have a favor to ask
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of you." When they had all come together in the night, he served them him-
self, and when they had finished eating, he washed their hands and helped
them to perform their ablutions with his own hands and wiped their hands
and garments.74

The disciples regarded this as an act below the master's dignity and
expressed their disapproval. But Jesus said, "Anyone who opposes me in
what I do tonight is not of me (that is, of my faith) nor I of him." Thus they
concurred. When he had finished, he said, "As for what I have done for you
tonight, serving you at table and washing your hands with my own hands,
let that be an example for you. You regard me as the best of you, so let no
one among you regard himself as better than the others, and let each one of
you offer his life for the others as I have laid down my life for yoU.71As for
the favor for which I have called you, it is that you pray God fervently that
He may extend my term (ajal)."

But when they stood up in prayer, wishing to prolong their earnest sup-
plications, they were overcome by sleep, so that they were unable to pray. He
began to rouse them, saying, "To God be praise, could you not bear with me
one night and render me help!" They answered, "We know not what had
befallen us. We used to stay up the night in long fellowship (samar), but
tonight we cannot keep ourselves from sleep, and whatever supplication we
wish to make, we are being prevented from making." Then Jesus said, "The
shepherd will be taken away and the sheep will be scattered. "76 With simi-
lar words he went on foretelling and lamenting his end. He continued, "in
truth, I say to you, one of you will deny me three times before the cock
crows. And another will sell me for a few pieces of silver and consume my
price."77

After this, they went out, each his own way, and left him. The Jews then
came seeking him, and they seized Sham'un [Simon Peterj, exclaiming, "He
is one of his companions," but he denied, saying, "I am not his companion."
Others also seized him and he likewise denied. Then he heard the crowing of
a cock; he wept bitterly (Matt 26:75).

The next morning one of the disciples went to the Jews and said, "What
will you give me if I lead you to Christ?" They gave him thirty pieces, which
he took and led them to him. Prior to that, however, he lor: itj so appeared
to them. [The clause wa kana shubbiha 'alayhim qabla dhalik is inserted here
without further explanation. It could mean that the disciple Judas bore his
likeness or that they imagined something; no doubt the phrase is inserted to
harmonize a Gospel account with Islamic exegesis. From here on, it is not
clear who the actual object of the story is.] Thus they took him, after ascer-
taining that it was he, and tied him with a rope. They dragged him, saying,
"You raised the dead and cast out Satan, and healed those who were pos-
sessed, can you not save yourself from this rope?" They also spat on him
and placed thorns upon his head. Thus they brought him to the wood on
which they wished to crucify him.78 God, however, took him up to Himself
and they crucified what seemed l1ike Christ] to them. lIt is interesting to



Toward an Islamic Christology II 179

observe that the clause fa$alabu ma shubbiha lahum does not necessarily
imply a person but a thing; otherwise, man shubbiha lahum would have been
more appropriate. I

Then Jesus remained seven [days?] [we are not told where, but perhaps
in heaven.]. Then his mother and the woman whom Jesus cured from mad-
ness [Mary Magdalene?] came to weep in the place where the crucified one
was. Jesus came to them and said, "For whom do you weep?" They
answered, "for you." He said, "God has taken me up to Himself and no
harm befell me. For this is a thing which only appeared to them. Go now and
tell the disciples to meet me at such and such a place." So they met him,
eleven, but the one who sold him and led the Jews to him was missing. Jesus
asked his companions about him and they said, "He regretted what he did,
so he hanged and killed himself." Jesus said, "Had he repented, God surely
would have turned toward him." [It is clear from this that Judas was not the
one substituted for Jesus. At this early stage, the identity of the substitute
was left unspecified.]

Jesus then inquired from them concerning a youth who followed them
called John (Yuhannah). [The use of the Syriac "Yuhannah" rather than
"Yahya," as well as the fact that John has no special place in this story, indi-
cates that the source of the tradition was clearly the Fourth Gospel.] He
answered, "He is with you. Go now for everyone of you will speak the lan-
guage of a different people. [This is perhaps a vague allusion to the descent
of the Holy Spirit.7~1 Let him therefore warn them and leave them."

Appendix II: The Christ of Sufism80

Jesus was taken to heaven because his entrance into worldly existence was
not through the gate of lust; therefore his departure from it was not through
the gate of death. He rather entered through the gate of power (qudrah) and
departed through the gate of majesty ('izzah). [In heaven] God gave him
wings and clothed him with light and removed from him the desires for food
and drink, Thus he flies with the angles, and is with them around the throne.
For he is human and angelic, heavenly and earthly.

If, then, it is asked, why did God not return Jesus to the world after He
had taken him up to heaven, the answer is that he shall return in the end to
be a sign for the hour ('ilm Ii sa'a), that is, the Day of Resurrection and the
seal of general walayah [saintship]. For after him, there is no wall (saint or
friend of God) with whom God would close the Muhammadan cycle (al-
dawrah al-Muhammadiyyah). [For in this] is its great ennoblement, in that
it will be closed by a prophet-messenger who will be subject to the shar['ah.
Both Jews and Christians will believe in it [that is, Islam]. Through him
[Jesusj God will renew the age of prophethood for the community (ummah).
He shall be served by the Mahdi and the men of the cave. He shall marry and
beget children. He shall be one of the community for Muhammad as the seal
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of his awliya' and heirs with regard to walayah. ISufi theology posits two
concentric cycles of prophethood and walayah, beginning with Adam and
ending with Muhammad, the seal of the prophetic cycle. That of walayah
will continue until the end of time. Jesus, however, will have the great priv-
ilege of culminating both cycles, being the perfect waIf and perfect prophet.]
For the spirit of Jesus is the manifestation of the greatest name, and an efful-
gence of divine power ... ; he is the manifestation of the universal divine
name, a primordial inheritance.
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Nearest in Amity

Christians in the Qur'an and
Contemporary Exegetical Tradition

Introduction

The Qur'an frequently urges Muslims to reflect on its revelations. Yet the
Qur'an is not meant to be simply an object of contemplation but a divinely
revealed scripture whose precepts and worldview are meant to be pondered,
comprehended, and implemented in the life of human society: "Will they not
ponder the Qur'an, for had it been from other than God they would have
found in it much discrepancy?" (Q. 4:82).1

The Qur'an presents itself as an ultimate source of moral guidance and
social harmony among its devotees and between them and other scripture-
based faith communities. Muslims took the challenge to comprehend the
Qur'an and ponder its verses so seriously that they have dedicated their best
minds to the interpretation of their sacred Book and elucidation of its mean-
ings. Consequently, Qur'an exegesis (tafslr) is one of the earliest and most
important religious sciences, whose beginnings go back to the Prophet and
his immediate companions. By the fifth/eleventh century, tafslr had become
a highly developed literary genre with a number of ancillary linguistic, legal,
theological, mystical, and sectarian disciplines.

Throughout Muslim history, and particularly in the twentieth century,
Qur'an commentaries have served as an effective platform for the propaga-
tion of diverse beliefs and ideologies. Furthermore, producing a popular com-
mentary on the Qur'an is still regarded as a supreme pious act, a sign of
superior religious knowledge, and a source of prestige and even political
power for its author. It may, in fact, be argued that the Qur'an shaped Mus-
lim society through its interpreters.

Since the rise of Islamic reform movements in the late nineteenth and
first decades of the twentieth centuries, Qur'an commentaries have conferred
on both their authors and the movements they championed legitimacy and
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authority. Hence, practically every Muslim thinker of note must produce a
complete, or at least partial, commentary on the Qur'an. Nor has Qur'an
exegesis been limited to the Arabic language. Rather Qur'an commentaries
have been, and still are being, produced in or translated into most Islamic
vernacular as well as Western languages.

It is no exaggeration to say that Qur'an exegesis provides one of the best
indicators of the ideological and religious moods of Muslim societies today.
While the Qur'an speaks to the hearts of pious Muslims through its reciters,
it speaks to the socio-political and religious situation of the Muslim com-
munity through its interpreters. In view of all this, the present study will
investigate the attitudes of a few well-known contemporary thinkers and
Qur'an commentators to Christianity and Christians, and, by implication,
their openness to interreligious dialogue. These thinkers have been carefully
chosen on the basis of their prominence as religious leaders and scholars and
their lasting influence on Muslim thought and piety. Some are still alive, and
others have died within the last few decades.

Although the majority of the sources examined in this study are in Ara-
bic, to demonstrate the universality of Qur'an interpretation, two partial
commentaries in Persian and English have been included. Important tafsir lit-
erature emanating from places such as south and southeast Asia, Turkish
speaking areas, and non-Arabic speaking African countries is left out only
because of my lack of knowledge of the relevant languages. It is, nonetheless,
hoped that this essay will make some contribution to the promotion of bet-
ter Muslim-Christian understanding in a religiously and culturally pluralis-
tic world.

The Religious World view of the Qur' an

It must be observed at the outset that the attitudes of Qur'an commentators
toward the people of the Book have always been colored by the fluctuating
political, social, and economic relations between the Muslim world and the
Jewish community and Western Christendom. It is necessary, therefore, to
begin with a brief analysis of a few Qur'anic verses that seem to present a
clear and coherent religious worldview. The verses selected for investigation
may be read as categorical statements that need not be limited to specific
occasions of revelation, as many classical and contemporary commentators
have done, but only for the purpose of limiting the perspective of such verses.

Religiously speaking, the Qur'an divides humankind into two categories:
the people of faith (mu'minun) in the One God-creator and sovereign Lord
of the universe-and the rejecters of faith (kafirun) who associate other gods
with God. It is noteworthy that the Qur'an has no conception of atheism,
either in theory or in practice. Faith in God and the last day, rather than reli-
gious affiliation, is the sole criterion of right and wrong, truth and falsehood,
and salvation or damnation on the Day of Judgment.2 The diversity of races
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and languages, and by implication of religions and cultures, is a sign of divine
wisdom in the ordering of human society.] The Qur'an asserts that to every
people a messenger was sent to call them in their own tongue to God and to
elucidate God's holy law for them.4 Moreover, every human being is created
with the innate disposition or capacity ({itrah) to know God and have faith
in Him.\

Both the Qur'an and early Prophetic tradition clearly indicate that
Muhammad was convinced that the biblical personages of the Old and New
Testaments were prophets like him and that the scriptures they brought were
divinely revealed Books. In spite of their diversity of form and contents and
historical and cultural frame of reference, all sacred scriptures emanate from
a single archetypal heavenly source of revelation called in the Qur'an umm
al-kitab (essence of the Book).6

On this unity of revelation is based the Qur'anic imperative to believe in
all of God's messages and prophets, for in essence God's religion is one and
prophethood is one. This means having faith not only in well-known
prophets and their scriptures, such as Moses and the Torah, Jesus and the
Gospel, and Muhammad and the Qur'an, but in "whatever Book God may
have revealed" (Q. 42:15).7

In this Qur'anic dialectic of revelation in human history, the archetypal
heavenly Book, which is manifested in an indeterminate number of scrip-
tures and revealed to an indeterminate number of prophets, is the source of
both the unity and the diversity of religion. "Humankind," the Qur'an
asserts, "was all one community." Then God sent prophets with the Book to
judge among peoples concerning that in which they differed. Disagreement
arose, however, only after scriptures had come to human communities. The
cause of disagreement, the verse just cited asserts, is religious jealousy. Yet
had God not so willed, religious communities would not have quarreled with
one another (Q. 2:213).s

This important verse describes not religious diversity but discord. Diver-
sity is a divinely instituted law of human society, which no one can alter:
"Had your Lord so willed," the Qur'an categorically states, "He would have
made humankind one single community" (Q. 11:118, 119; 16:93, and 42:8).
Yet they continue to be in discord. It must, therefore, be concluded that while
religious diversity is a necessary consequence of human racial and linguistic
differences, religious discord is the result of human folly, envy, and arro-
gance.

It is significant that the Qur'an never discusses religions as ideologies,
philosophies, or theological systems. Rather, it is primarily concerned with
concrete human attitudes, such as islam (total surrender or obedience to
God), Tman (sincere faith in God), and il;san (righteous living, or the per-
formance of good deeds). The Qur'an further asserts that true faith in God
and righteous works are not the prerogative of anyone religion or religious
community. Moreover, it is for God alone to decide the ultimate destiny of
the followers of every religion on the Day of Resurrection.
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Qur'anic Pluralism and Muslim Exclusivism

It was observed above that the Qur'an speaks not about religions but about
religious people. It must be again stressed that the Qur'an recognizes the plu-
rality of religious communities and the essential validity of their faiths. The
sharp reproaches which the Qur'an frequently levels at Jews and Christians
are for the most part directed at particular beliefs, attitudes, or actions of
particular persons or groups with whom the Prophet had direct dealings,
and not at their faith or religious affiliation. This seemingly hostile attitude,
however, is as often balanced with approbation and calls for unity of faith
in the One God.9

A careful look at the chronology of Qur'anic revelation seems to indicate
a broad development in its approach to other faith communities. While Jews
and Christians are mentioned often either separately or together as "people
of the Book," they are mentioned along with other faith communities only
four times. The first is in Surah 22, ai-Hajj, which is a Madinan or perhaps
late Makkan surah.10 Verse 17 reads,

Surely those who have accepted faith, those who are Jews, the
Sa beans, the Christians, the Magians and those who have associ-
ated other gods with God, God will judge among them on the Day
of Resurrection. God is Witness over all things.

It must be noted that this verse simply observes the obvious fact of reli-
gious difference and leaves the ultimate judgment as to the validity of faith
to God alone. It is also significant that it does not impute association (shirk)
to any of the recognized religious communities it mentions, but places those
who associate other gods with God in a separate category.

The three other instances are undoubtedly Madinan revelations. The
first is in Surah 2, al-Baqarah (the Cow), and the other two are in Surah 5,
al-Ma'idah (the Table Spread). It is noteworthy that these two surahs occur
near the beginning and end of the Prophet's Madinan career. This is impor-
tant in view of the fact that verses 62 of Surah 2 and 69 of Surah 5 are a ver-
batim repetition of the following categorical statement:

Surely those who have faith, those who are Jews, Christians, and
Sabaeans-whosoever has faith in God and the last day and per-
forms good deeds-these will have their reward with their Lord. No
fear shall come upon them, nor will they grieve.

This important statement, which occurs at the beginning and end of the
Prophet's political career, indicates that the principle of religious pluralism it
espouses is not subject to any political or theological considerations. It is
rather a fact of divine wisdom operating in human history. Nevertheless, this
Qur'anic view of religious diversity has constituted a serious legal and polit-
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ical problem for Muslim rulers, jurists, and political ideologues throughout
Muslim history. Thus, most Qur'an interpreters have gone out of their way
to negate this central Qur'anic teaching.

Since a comprehensive historical study of representative interpretations
of the Qur' anic view of Christians has recently been undertaken,11 I shall
limit my investigation to the two verses just mentioned and verses 82-85 of
Surah 5. I shall likewise consider the view of contemporary Qur'an com-
mentators not discussed in that study. The commentators selected for the
present essay represent traditional as well as ideologically motivated
approaches to the Qur'an. They also illustrate both Sunni and Shi'i juridical
and ideological standpoints.

One of the most influential religious and political thinkers of post-
Second World War Muslim society has been the Egyptian Islamic activist
Sayyid Qutb, who was executed by President Nasser of Egypt in 1966.
Sayyid Qutb interprets verse 62 of Surah 2 as asserting decisively that any
one of these four communities who accepts faith in God and performs good
deeds will have its reward with their Lord. He continues:

The important issue is the truth of faith rather than any ethnic or
nationalistic loyalty. But this, of course, was the case before the
Muhammadan dispensation; thereafter, however, the final form of
faith has been forever fixed. 12

Sayyid Qutb is more explicit in his commentary on verse 69 of Surah 5.
He first identifies the four religious communities mentioned in the verse. As
for the conditions of having faith and performing good deeds, he says,

This means that if they do so in accordance with that which the last
Messenger has brought, they would be saved. They need not worry
about what faith they had previously professed, nor about the name
or identity of the religion they held. The important thing is the final
identity Ii.e., Islam]. LJ

This is because, Qutb argues, Muhammad was sent as a messenger to all of
humankind,14 and they are all invited to believe in what he brought from
God, regardless of their religious affiliations. Therefore,

anyone who does not believe in what Muhammad has brought, and
that he is the last Messenger, will be unacceptable before God on
the last day, nor would he enter into the company of those "upon
whom there is no fear, nor will they grieve."

Sayyid Qutb then draws the logical socio-political conclusion from his
interpretation of the verses under discussion. It is that social and political
realities should not force Muslims to compromise this truth by conceding
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that the followers of any other religion would be acceptable before God. Nor
should they have any serious dealings with them.ls This, of course, implies
that all Qur'anic injunctions to live in amity with the people of the Book are
to be ignored. It also implies that the sole aim of any relations of Muslims
with other faith communities or individuals should be to bring them into
Islam, voluntarily, or by force if necessary. In other words, Qutb's position
means the return to old confrontations and conflicts.

It must be observed that this attitude, with minor variations, is as old as
Muslim-Christian relations. 16 Thus, 'Abd ai-Qadir bin Shaybat al-Hamd, a
traditional scholar living in Saudi Arabia, begins his discussion of Q. 2:62
with what he calls "a fundamental principle which is valid for all times and
binding on all rational human beings." This principle is the demand to have
faith in all the prophets and messengers of God, "the first of whom is their
chief (shaykh), leader (imam), and master (sayyid), Muhammad son of Abd
Allah." This is because, bin Shaybat al-Hamd argues, God decreed that after
Muhammad's dispensation, "no one would enter paradise except by fol-
lowing Muhammad's way and his life-example (sunnah) and abiding by his
sacred law (sharr'ah)." The author then quotes a sacred tradition (f;adrth
qudsT) in which God declares, "By my might and majesty, were human beings
to come from every way and knock at every door, I would not open for them
unless they come through your way."!7

Bin Shaybat al-Hamd identifies the na~ilril as "those who claim to fol-
low the religion of Christ, which implies that in reality they do not. For, were
they truly to follow Christ's religion, they would be Muslims." He then
asserts that the verse means that no true happiness in the world to come can
be attained by any religious community or individual except through faith
and good works, including belief in the resurrection and last judgment. God,
he further argues, presents two basic conditions in this verse for the attain-
ment of felicity in the hereafter. The first is that good deeds should be per-
formed solely for God's good pleasure. Second, "good deeds should be
performed in accordance with the way of God's Messenger Muhammed." IR

The author repeats the same ideas and even phrases in his interpretation of
Q.5:69.19

While Sayyid Qutb, as we have seen, bases his argument for the inva-
lidity of all religions after the coming of Islam on the principle of Islamic
supersessionism, bin Shaybat al-Hamd makes the same argument on the
basis of the superiority of Muhammad over all prophets. Yet both principles
are diametrically opposed to the Qur'anic theology of the universality of
faith and plurality of religions and the equality of all God's messengers. These
two principles are in fact stated as a single truth in the assertion that both the
Prophet and all faithful Muslims "have faith in God, His angels, His Books
and His messengers-we make no distinction between anyone of His mes-
sengers ... " (Q. 2:285).20

Muhammad Sayyid Tantawi, the grand mufti of Egypt and Shaykh al-
Azhar, first affirms the Qur'anic view of the priority of faith over religious
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affiliation, but then negates it by asserting Islam's supersessionism. He argues
that God begins with "those who have faith," that is, the Muslims, to indi-
cate that the religion of Islam is based on the principle that "God's good
pleasure cannot be attained except through sincere faith and good deeds."
Consequently, no community can claim greater favor with God over another
community except through sincere faith manifested in righteous worksY

After asserting that faith and righteous acts can elevate a person to the
highest stations, even if he had fallen into the lowest pits of wickedness,
Tantawi asserts that true faith for non-Muslims can only be in accordance
with Islam, "the religion of truth." He who has not received the call to Islam
and lived by a religion which is originally true, such as Judaism and Chris-
tianity, he will have his good reward with God. As for those who had
received the call to Islam but do not accept it, they will not be saved from
God's chastisement on the Day of Judgment. This is because, his Eminence
argues, "the Islamic sacred law (shar['ah) has abrogated all the religions that
came before it. "22

Tantawi presents with approval another interpretation of the verse under
consideration. According to this view, "those who have faith" are those who
believe in the Prophet Muhammad and all that he brought from God, regard-
less of their religious affiliation. According to this interpretation, the verse is
simply meant to attract the followers of the other faiths mentioned to Islam
by presenting an alternative universal model of faith. The intent of the verse
would then be the following:

Those who have faith in God with sincerity and total obedience, and
in addition perform righteous deeds in this life, deeds which will
benefit them on the day they meet Him, they will have their reward
with their Lord. They will not fear the terrors of the Day of Resur-
rection as the rejecters of faith will, nor will they grieve for eternal
bliss, as will they who fall short [in fulfilling God's command-
mentslY

The author simply summarizes these ideas with minor elaborations in his
commentary on Q. 5:69.24

In contrast with the two previous commentators, Tantawi bases his argu-
ments for Islamic supersessionism on the principle of naskh (abrogation).25
He does not, however, hold the view that Q. 2:62 was itself abrogated, as
many classical as well as contemporary commentators have done, but that
the Muhammadan sacred law has abrogated all previous religious dispensa-
tions. This is essentially the view of Sayyid Qutb as well. It must be noted
that this more inclusive view of abrogation has no clear Qur'anic basis, nor
has it been universally accepted.

Our next example is the well-known Syrian jurist Wahba al-Zuhayli.
His voluminous commentary al- Tafsir al-munir covers the legislative, theo-
logical, and linguistic aspects of the Qur'an. Zuhayli begins his commentary
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on Q. 2:62 with a brief and general linguistic and exegetical discussion. He
derives the word na$ara from the name of the city al-na~irah (Nazareth),
without mentioning other possible derivations. He interprets the words
"whosoever accepts faith in God and the last day" to mean anyone who did
so "in the time of our Prophet." By "and performs good deeds" is intended
"those who abide by Muhammad's law." Zuhayli continues, "Such people
will be well rewarded for their good deeds." He then relates the well-known
story of Salman the Persian's long quest for true faith and his ultimate dis-
covery of Islam as the occasion of revelation of the verse.26

Following this general elucidation of the verse, Zuhayli presents what he
takes to be its general juridical purport:

Anyone who believes in God, holds fast to the strong rope of faith,
and performs righteous deeds will be among those who will attain
salvation. It matters not whether he lived as a Muslim, Jew, or Chris-
tian, or was one of those who had irrevocably abandoned their reli-
gion and accepted IslamY

Zuhayli seems to vacillate between accepting the verse in its obvious sense
and negating it through the usual juristic strictures. After clearly affirming
that faith and good deeds rather than religious identity are the ultimate cause
of salvation, he counters this by asserting that only those Jews and Christians
who change their faith and profess faith in the One God and the truth of all
that Muhammad brought from God will be saved. Yet when the author deals
with the legislative aspects of the verse he says, "The sole cause of felicity and
salvation is true faith in God coupled with righteous deeds." While he rejects
the view that the verse was abrogated, he still argues that it refers only to
those who stand firm in their faith in the Prophet Muhammad.

Zuhayli acknowledges the intimate social relations that the Qur'an leg-
islates for Muslims with the people of the Book. He observes that on account
of the scriptures of the Jews and Christians, "it is lawful to marry their
women, eat their food, and levy the poll tax (jizyah) on them."2x Zuhayli
seems to want to take an open and liberal attitude toward Christians, yet he
appears to be constrained by his juristic training.

Christians and Muslims have since the rise of Islam lived in the Levant
as neighbors and friends. They have, furthermore, shared a common ethnic
and cultural heritage, as well as a historical destiny. Zllhayli is a child of this
common heritage. It may therefore be that he had the Christian West in mind
when he wrote as follows:

The previous verse alludes to the fact that the people of the Book did
not establish God's religion. They neither kept the texts of revealed
scriptures, nor did they preserve intact the sacred Books they pos-
sessed; rather they misinterpreted them. Thus they neither accepted
faith in God and the last day, nor did they perform good deeds.2~
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The previous verse (Q. 5:68) reads in part: "Say, 0 people of the Book,
you have nothing on which to stand until you abide by the Torah and the
Gospel, and that which has been sent down to you from your Lord." It then
observes that the revelation vouchsafed to the Prophet Muhammad only
increases some of them in rejection of faith. Although this verse alludes to the
natural resistance and even hostility of some of the people of the Book to the
new faith, it in no way alludes to or supports all that the author reads into
it. Furthermore, the challenge to abide by God's revelations could as well be
addressed to Muslims.

One of the most popular religious orators in Egypt in recent times has
been the Azharite shaykh Muhammad Mutwalli Sha'rawi. His "Reflections
in Qur'anic Exegesis," which he has regularly presented on Egyptian radio
and television, have also appeared in small pamphlets. While the shaykh's
reflections are neither scholarly significant nor ideologically sophisticated,
they are important because of his social standing and religious authority.

In his brief commentary on Q. 2:62 Sha'rawi advises anyone who fol-
lows a religion that came before Islam, and who thinks that such a religion
will benefit him on the last day, to abandon that religion and accept Islam.
To such a person, Sha'rawi unequivocally says:

God, glorified and exalted be He, has definitively decided this issue
in His saying, "Anyone who seeks a religion other than islam, it will
not be accepted from him," and His saying, "Surely, the true religion
with God is islam." (Q. 3: 85 and 19)30

Sha'rawi presents an unusual and ultimately uncompromising superses-
sionist interpretation of Q. 5:69. By "those who have accepted faith" is
meant not sincere Muslims or believers in God in general, he argues, but
"the hypocrites (munafiqun) who accepted faith with their tongues, and not
with their hearts." He concludes,

God wishes to bring about a final and conclusive delimitation of
faith in the world. Thus he who hastened to enter into this divine
delimitation would be saved from the evil of whatever he did before
the coming of Islam.]l

Thus the shaykh negates the verse completely by placing all four groups
outside the purview of Islam. This interpretation is meant to stress that even
sincere faith in God outside the Islamic ummah is unacceptable. Moreover,
it goes not only against the letter of the verse but also against its spirit.

I began this discussion of contemporary Sunni commentators with
Sayyid Qutb who was a prominent leader of the Society of Muslim Brothers.
I shall end with another prominent member of the society, the late Syrian
ideologue Said Hawwa. Hawwa was a modernist salafl ideologue. He held
an elitist view of faith, the truth of which can be judged only by the standard
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set by the Prophet and the pious forebears al-salaf al-~alih of the first gener-
ations of Islam. Hawwa argues that there should always be people in every
religious community who have faith in God and do righteous deeds. There-
fore, "those who have accepted faith," mentioned in the two verses under
discussion, should not be limited to Muslims. This is because, of course, not
all Muslims can be regarded as having true faith. It is concerning such peo-
ple of faith that the verse was revealed. They would be saved from divine ret-
ribution in both this world and the next. Yet such people must by necessity
be Muslims, because Islam is the only true religion.

Hawwa identifies na~ara as "those who supported Christ (na~ara)." As
for the Sabaeans, they are either the followers of a particular religion, whose
remnants can still be found in Iraq, or "all those who abandon falsehood
and turn to God, but do not yet know the true religion." These would be
people with an innate disposition (fi.trah) to know God and have simple faith
in Him. They would be people who either lived before Islam or are living
now but have not received the call to IslamY

After this general introduction, Hawwa categorically states,

In order that no confusion may occur, we say that there is no salva-
tion now for any Jew or Christian, nor for any Sabaean, Magian, or
any other except through faith in Muhammad, that is, unless they
had not received the call to Islam.11

In support of this extreme position the author quotes the following well-
known Prophetic hadith from the Sahih of Muslim: "By Him in whose hand
is my soul, no one of this community-Jew or Christian-who hears of me
but does not accept that with which I was sent by God, but that he would
be of the inmates of the fire." Thus the Jews intended in the two verses are
the Jews who lived before Jesus. As for those who came after him and
rejected faith in him, they will perish. Likewise, the Christians here intended
are those who lived before Muhammad. But those who have come after him
and would not accept Islam, they will not be saved.14

This supersessionistic view is clearly reiterated in Hawwa's commentary
on Q. 5:69. It is, of course, based on the principle that the Muhammadan dis-
pensation has completely annulled and superseded all other previous reli-
gions. Hawwa's position is rendered even more narrow through his own
peculiar ideological view of Islam. He thus argues that those Jews, Chris-
tians, Sabaeans, and even nominal Muslims who lived at the time of the
Prophet, if they had accepted faith in God and the last day and performed
good deeds, would be rewarded by God to the extent that their faith and
actions had been in accord with the Muhammadan dispensation. Before
Muhammad's apostleship, however, such righteous believers in God would
have been saved if they had fulfilled the righteous deeds their own religions
had enjoined upon them.15 But after the death of the Prophet and the final
institutionalization of Islam, no other faith would be accepted.
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The commentators so far discussed differ not in substance, as we have
seen, but only in approach. While, moreover, the approaches of Sayyid Qutb
and Said Hawwa are dictated by their ideological standpoints, other com-
mentators are, generally speaking, traditional scholars with differing shades
of conservatism. Yet in the end they all deny all other faith communities the
right to live by their faith in friendly relations with Muslims. They do not
even recognize the legitimacy of their faith.

The four Shi'i examples that will be next considered present a greater
diversity of views and approaches. Muhammad Jawad al-BaJaghi was a mod-
ernist/traditional scholar who wrote a comprehensive polemical work against
Christianity.'h Thus, his interpretation of the verses under discussion was no
doubt colored by his anti-Christian polemical attitude.

In his brief commentary, Balaghi treats Q. 2:62 and 5:69 together. After
a brief and traditional comment on the term na$ara, Balaghi categorically
states, "It is clear that belief in the Messenger of God Muhammad and in
what he brought from God is necessary for the reality of faith and good
deeds intended in this verse. "37 The author further argues that none of the
groups mentioned in the two verses have true faith in the final return (mi'ad)
of all beings to God and the last day, as specified in the Qur'an. Nor do they,
in the view of the author, have true faith in God, His majesty, holiness, and
unity.ls

It is not true, of course, that Christians do not believe in the return of all
creatures to God for judgment on the last day. Nor is the biblical view of the
resurrection and final judgment essentially different from that of the Qur'an.
Nor do Christians deny the majesty, holiness, and unity of God. Balaghi
should have known all this through his extensive research into the Christian
faith and scriptures. Still, Christians cannot be included among the felicitous
people of faith mentioned in the two verses simply because they are not Mus-
lims.

Balaghi wrote his commentary in the narrow framework of the religious
schools of Najaf in the post-Second World War era of political turbulence
throughout the Arab world, and particularly in Iraq. In contrast, the late
Lebanese scholar Muhammad Jawad Mughniyya produced his commentary
in a multireligious society in which religious leaders are expected to respect
the faiths of their fellow citizens and promote interreligious harmony. In fact
Mughniyya was financially helped to travel to Najaf, where he obtained his
formal religious education, by an Armenian Christian.

Mughniyya's straightforward and brief commentary was written in a
contemporary idiom and intended for young educated people. He too does
not treat Q. 2:62 and 5: 69 separately. Mughniyya explains the adjectival
ending i (ya) of the word na$ranT (Christian) not as indicating relation to
either the town Nasira or to the helpers (an$ar) of Jesus; rather, it is an
emphatic ending. Thus, the true na$ara are those who completely follow
Christ.

Mughniyya then succinctly comments on Q. 2:62 as follows:
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Anyone of these four groups who follows a just or middle course
and thus has sincere faith in God, His messengers and the last day
and performs good deeds, "they shall have their reward with their
Lord .... "39

It should be noted that reason ('aql) and justice ('adl) are two fundamental
and interdependant principles of Shi'i theology and worldview. Since, there-
fore, reason and justice are the basis of true faith, and hence of reward and
punishment on the last day, Mughniyya leaves the final judgment as to the
rationality and justice of the faith of any people to God.

In contrast with Mughniyya's Shi'i theological interpretation, Nasir
Makarim ai-Shirazi, a contemporary Iranian scholar, presents an essentially
juristic interpretation of the two verses under consideration. He argues that
Q. 2:62 presents a general criterion according to which both individuals and
communities must be judged. This divine criterion is that only true faith in
God and good deeds can be used in deriding the status of any person before
God. In support of this broad and pluralistic view, Shirazi cites the follow-
ing occasion of revelation of Q. 4:123-24 as the basis for the interpretation
of 2:62.

A group of Jews, Christians, and Muslims met and each boasted of
his own religion. The Jews claimed: "Our religion is better than your
religion, for our scriptures were before your scriptures and our
prophet was before your prophet. We follow the religion of Abra-
ham, and no one shall enter paradise except those who are Jews."
The Christians made the same claim. Then the Muslims said: "Our
Book came after your Book, our prophet came after your prophet
and our religion came after your religion. You have been enjoined to
abandon your religion and follow us, for we are better than you.
We follow the religion of Abraham, Ishmael, and Isaac, and no one
will enter paradise except those who follow our religion." Thus God
revealed: "It is not in accordance with your desires nor the desires
of the people of the Book. Whosoever does evil, he will be recom-
pensed for it, nor would he find against God friend or supporter.
And, whosoever does good deeds, be it male or female, and is a per-
son of faith-these will enter paradise, and they will not be wronged
in the least."

Shirazi comments, "in this, Muslims are the same as the followers of all other
religions. "40

Having made this assertion, the author hastens to clarify his own posi-
tion on this important matter. "There remains," he argues, "an important
issue." The issue in question is that some misguided people have used these
verses as an argument in favor of religious pluralism. This erroneous view
holds that:
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Abiding by any of the divine religions would be well rewarded by
God. It is not therefore necessary for a faithful Jew or Christian to
embrace Islam. Rather, it is sufficient that such a person have true
faith in God and the last day and perform good deeds.

This is, of course, what all the verses under discussion affirm. Shirazi,
however, blatantly denies this clear Qur'anic teaching and cites in support of
his denial the verse "Anyone who seeks a religion other than islam it will
not be accepted from him" (Q. 3:85). This and Q. 3:19 have been used by
most other commentators to counter the Qur'an itself. They ignore the fact
that the term islam has been used in many senses in the Qur'an and that in
neither verse does it necessarily signify the legal Islamic identity of the
ummah but the primordial way or sunnah of God for all His creation, includ-
ing His human creatures. The author appears to take all Qur'anic uses of
this term to refer to Islam as simply a legal identity. This is because he insists
that "the Qur'an is full of verses that call the people of the Book to Islam."

Perhaps aware of the inconsistency of his position, Shirazi offers two
possible significations of Q. 2:62. The first is that were Jews and Christians
truly to abide by their own religions, they would necessarily believe in
Muhammad and his message. This is because Muhammad's prophethood is
foretold in the scriptures of both communities. Hence, "abiding by the Torah
and the Gospel," as called for in Q. 5:68, includes faith in Muhammad and
his religion. It must, however, be observed that the Qur'an asks no more of
Jews and Christians than to acknowledge Muhammad as a prophet of God
and that the Qur'an is a divine revelation, confirming their own scriptures.
The Qur'an, moreover, addresses the people of the Book as Jews and Chris-
tians, and not as potential or errant Muslims.

The second possible interpretation of the verse is that it refers to faith-
ful Jews and Christians who lived before Islam. It was therefore meant only
to answer Salman's anxious enquiry about the fate of his fellow seekers for
the truth who died before they met the Prophet Muhammad. It seems that
the author accepts this interpretation because he concludes, "Those Jews
who had faith in God and performed good deeds before Christ are saved;
likewise, are the faithful Christians who performed good deeds before the
coming of the Prophet of Islam. "41

Sayyid Mahmud Taliqani, the revolutionary Iranian cleric (d. 1979),
presents a unique and philosophical discussion of Q. 2:62. His voluminous
socio-political and philosophical commentary covers only the first two
surahs of the Qur'an. Taliqani's discussion is rooted in the Shi'i philosophi-
cal tradition and would thus be equally applicable to other verses dealing
with the people of the Book.

Taliqani discusses Q. 2:62 in the general context of the human potential
for faith. The four religions mentioned in the verse represent all the religions
or spiritual paths in the Middle East, the cradle of prophethood and revela-
tion.
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Taliqani's view implies that human civilization is rooted in religion. He
argues that human beings are by nature inclined toward rationality and
right guidance. But as civilization develops, such moral and spiritual poten-
tials become obscured, and social immorality and lawlessness ensue. This in
turn leads to the institutionalization of harsh and unjust laws. Then
prophets and reformers appear to counter these laws and preach instead
spiritual faith and moral commitment. They are thus opposed and perse-
cuted as lawbreakers and destroyers of the social order. The same process
also takes place in societies dominated by established religions, where
ancient customs, vain desires, and self-interest predominate. It is for this
reason that the verse under discussion insists on the general principle of sin-
cere faith and good works.

It is in this philosophical framework of universal faith and morality,
which are introduced into human civilization by God, that Taliqani inter-
prets this verse. He asserts that in every age, God manifests His true religion
as an act of mercy for humankind. In this call to God by God's own prophets
there is no place for tribal or ethnic solidarity or religious exclusivism. Thus,
the verse "admits of no interpretation or limitation in its meaning; it insists
on sincere faith and good deeds."

Taliqani was a Shi'i mujtahid (one who practices independent analysis/
interpretation of Islamic law); therefore he could not completely ignore the
traditional jurisprudential interpretation of this verse. He thus interprets the
"Jews" and "Christians" mentioned in the verse to mean those who had
entered into Islam. But he interprets "whosoever has faith in God" to mean
"whosoever has true faith in the heart." By this he means "faith which is
confirmed by native reason ('aql fitrr) and illumination of the soul." It is
spiritual faith that elevates the soul above any form of associationism and
worldly desires.

Taliqani also cites Q. 4:123-24 in support of his mystical and philo-
sophical interpretation of the verse in question. Unlike Shirazi, however, he
insists that the four religions referred to in this verse are to be accepted with-
out conditions or qualifications, since none are mentioned.42

It was argued above that the Qur'an deals with the people of the Book
not as misguided Muslims but as followers of divinely revealed religions. It
calls upon them to worship God alone in accordance with their own scrip-
tures and in harmony with Muslims who worship the same God. It does not
demand that they abandon their religions and embrace Islam but that they
should have sincere faith in God and perform righteous deeds, which is the
essence and goal of all true religions. Yet, as the late Fazlur Rahman rightly
says concerning the two verses under discussion,

... the vast majority of Muslim commentators exercised themselves
fruitlessly to avoid having to admit the obvious meaning: that
those-from any section of humankind-who believe in God and
the last day and do good deeds, are saved.4l
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The Qur'an not only affirms the validity of the faith of the people of the
Book, especially the Christians, but sets them up as an example of fervent
worship, sincere faith, and humility before God for Muslims to emulate. It
commends their amity towards Muslims, and calls upon both communities
to engage in a dialogue of faith and love. It is to the answers to this call of
some of the commentators represented in this study that I shall now turn.

The Qur' anic Call for Dialogue
and Muslim-Christian Rivalry

I have shown in the foregoing discussion that the Qur'an bases interfaith
relations not on any religious or ethnic identity but on a life of faith mani-
fested in works of righteousness. The Qur'an also maintains that this uni-
versal faith in God encompasses, but at the same time transcends, all
religions. In this framework of the universality of faith within a great diver-
sity of religions, the Qur'an calls upon faithful Christians and Muslims to live
in amity and engage in a genuine dialogue of faith.

This call, however, has for fourteen centuries been drowned out by the
clamor of religious, political, economic, and military rivalry. I shall briefly
examine the answers to this call of some of the commentators discussed
above. But I must first discuss the concrete and vivid picture that the Qur'an
presents of Christians, the Christians with whom Muslims are called upon
to engage in fair and fruitful dialogue.

The Qur'anic term for dialogue is jidal, which means to be intimately
engaged with someone in discussion or debate. This intimate and purpose-
ful dialogue is called in the Qur'an "the best" or "fairest debate" (al-jidal al-
ahsan). It requires wisdom and fair exhortation; as the Qur'an enjoins
Muhammad, "Call to the way of your Lord with wisdom and fair exhorta-
tion; and debate with them in the fairest manner" (Q. 16:125). This fair dia-
logue, moreover, must be based on common and sincere faith in God and
His revelations:

Do not [you Muslimsl debate with the people of the Book save in the
fairest manner-except those among them who have committed
wrong-and say, "We believe in that which was sent down to us and
sent down to you. Your God and our God is one, and to Him we are
submitters (muslims)." (Q. 29:46)44

The reality of faith, according to the Qur'an and Prophetic tradition, is
ultimately known to God alone. Therefore, Muslims must judge the faith of
any person or community by its manifestation in worship and good deeds.
In accordance with this principle, the Qur'an presents a graphic description
of the faith and righteous works of the Christians with whom Muslims must
live in harmony and fellowship of faith.
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The Christians whom the Qur'an describes appear to he desert monks
and other pious men and women who lived as hermits and in small com-
munities in the Arabian desert and whom the Prophet and early Muslims
must have observed firsthand. The verses describing them, moreover, belong
to both the Makkan and Madinan periods of revelation. The Qur'an states,

Those to whom We had given the Book before it [i.e., the Qur'anl,
they believe in it. When it is recited to them, they say, "we believe
in it; it is the truth from our Lord. For, before it, we were suhmit-
ters (muslims)." (Q. 28:52-53)

The passage under discussion then describes these people of the Book as
steadfast and magnanimous people who avoid vain and contentious talk.
Hence, "These shall receive their reward twofold for their steadfastness.
They counter evil with good, and they spend in alms of what we have
bestowed upon them." Their peaceful temperament and deep piety are
depicted thus: "When they hear vain talk they turn away from it and say, 'To
us belong our actions and to you belong your actions. Peace be upon you; we
seek not the foolish'" (Q. 28:54-55).

Although the verses here cited do not specifically mention the Christians,
they no doubt refer to them. This is because they clearly echo other verses
which extol the piety and humility of Christians, as we shall presently see. It
should also be noted that these verses closely resemhle verses describing the
piety and humility of "God's faithful servants" among the Muslims (Q.
25:63-67). By depicting such common piety, the Qur'an aims at establishing
a fellowship of faith among the faithful of the two communities.

The verses just cited were revealed in Makkah, and thus explicitly indi-
cate the permanence of this Qur'anic view of Muslim-Christian relations.45

The verse we shall now discuss belongs to a crucial period of the Prophet's
Madinah political career. It confirms and completes the picture that these
verses present. The verse in question is one of the concluding verses of Surah
3, Al 'Imran, which deals at length with the relations of the nascent Muslim
commonwealth with the people of the Book after the painful experience of
the defeat of Uhud in the third year of the hijrah, 625 C.E. It reads,

There are among the people of the Book those who have faith in
God and in what God revealed to you and in what He revealed to
them. They are humble before God and do not exchange God's rev-
elations for a trifling price. They shall have their reward with their
lord, and God is swift in reckoning. (Q. 3:199)46

It is clear from our discussion thus far that verses 82-85 of Surah 5, which
we shall now consider, cannot be regarded as an isolated statement. Rather,
they describe in concrete terms an ideal relationship of amity and harmony
between Muslims and Christians. Nor are they limited to a particular time
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or place, but apply to Christians of all times whose life of faith complies with
the conditions these and other verses present. An important verse that sup-
ports this general thesis is the following:

We then made our messengers to succeed in their footsteps. Then
we followed with Jesus, son of Mary, and gave him the Gospel. We
placed in the hearts of those who follow him compassion and mercy .
. . . (Q. 57:27)

Furthermore, like the verses just considered, these verses confirm the people
of the Book in their own religious identities and expect from them no more
than the recognition of Muhammad as a Messenger of God and of the
Qur'an as a genuine divine revelation confirming their own scriptures. Verses
82 and 83 of Surah 5, with which we are primarily concerned, read,

You [Muhammad] will surely find strongest in hostility among men
toward those who have faith the Jews and those who have associ-
ated other gods with God; and you will find nearest in amity to
those who have faith those who say we are Christians. This is
because there are among them learned pastors (qi$$i$/n) and monks,
yet they are not arrogant. And when they listen to what was sent
down to the Messenger, you see their eyes well up with tears
because of what they recognize of the truth. They proclaim, "Our
Lord, we have faith, inscribe us therefore with the witnesses [to the
truth]."

The three remaining verses affirm the faith of these humble Christians and
their hope of being included among the righteous. They also promise them
eternal bliss in paradise for their faith and humble submission to God.

Like verses 62 of Surah 2 and 69 of Surah 5, the verses under discussion
are not a legislative but a narrative statement. Because of their clear and pos-
itive tone, moreover, they could not be explained away through the princi-
ple of abrogation. They have nonetheless been negated by being assigned to
a specific occasion of revelation, and thus applied to a limited group of Chris-
tian converts to Islam.

According to most classical and contemporary commentators, these
verses were revealed concerning the Abyssinian ruler al-Najashi (the Negus),
who with a group of his bishops and monks accepted Islam. In Makkah, the
Prophet advised a number of Muslims who had no tribal or clan protection
against increasing Makkan persecution to seek refuge in Christian Abyssinia.
They were, according to tradition, well received, as al-Najashi refused to
turn them over to a Makkan delegation that was expressly sent by the hos-
tile men of the Quraysh to bring them back to Makkah.

Najashi instead brought the two contending groups together and asked
Ja'far bin Abi Talib, the spokesman of the Muslims, to explain their new
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faith in the presence of his learned bishops and monks. In the course of his
explication of the basic principles of Islam, Ja'far recited the beginning of
Surah 19, Maryam (Mary), which recounts the story of Mary and the mirac-
ulous birth of Jesus. As they listened, al-Najashi and his fellow Christians are
said to have wept till their beards were soaked with their tears. He then
exclaimed, "By God, this and what Jesus brought from God issue from one
niche [of divine light]. "47

In order to bring into accord even more closely the occasion of revela-
tion of these verses with their actual text, more elaborate versions of this
and similar hagiographical tales have been related. These tales have gener-
ally been uncritically accepted by contemporary commentators. An obvious
problem with the Najashi tradition with all its variants, for example, is the
fact that the Abyssinian migration happened in Makkah, many years before
the revelation of these late Madinan verses.4X

Sayyid Qutb, for instance, repeats the fanciful tale that seventy Christian
men, clad in ascetic woolen garments, accompanied Ja'far bin Abi Talib on
his return from Abyssinia. Among them were eight Syrian Christians, includ-
ing the famous monk Bahira. The Prophet recited the Qur'an to them; their
eyes were filled with tears, and they accepted Islam. In the same breath, Qutb
also reports another variant of the same tale, namely, that after hearing
Ja'far's Qur'anic recitation, al-Najashi sent a delegation of thirty of the most
learned Christians to the Prophet in Makkah to learn more about the new
faith. They wept when they heard Surah 36, YasTn, acknowledged it as the
same truth that was revealed to Jesus, and became Muslims. Qutb relates
still another tradition about a group of men of the Christian community of
Najran who voluntarily came to the Prophet in Madinah, again to learn
about Islam. The Prophet recited to them the same surah, and they likewise
wept as they heard the truth and accepted Islam.49

Sayyid Anwar Ali, a Pakistani scholar who was perhaps the first to
attempt to produce a comprehensive commentary on the Qur'an in English,
offers an unusual interpretation of these verses. It shou ld first be observed
that he adopts a generally traditional view of the two verses discussed in the
previous section and those under consideration here. This he does in spite of
the fact that in his commentary he relies on the Bible, as well as on general
works on Christianity and other religions in English.

Ali asserts that the followers of Christ were originally all known as
na$ara. They then split into two factions, the followers of Christ's true
vicegerent, Simon Peter, and the followers of Paul. The former were called
na$ara, and the latter came to be known as Christians. The 11a$ara, or true
followers of Christ, eventually believed in the Prophet Muhammad and
became Muslims. It was concerning them that the verse "and you will find
nearest in amity to those who have faith those who say we are lza$ara " (Q.
5 :82) was revealed.sll

In spite of his familiarity with Christian sources, Ali's remarks on the
formative period of Christianity bear no relation to historical facts. He pres-
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ents an essentially traditional Shi'i view of Jesus as a prophet and his true suc-
cessor, or imam after him, who was Simon Peter. He also repeats the usual
Islamic polemic against Paul as the one who distorted Christ's origin and sal-
vation through Christ's death. This means that since those who were true
followers of Christ became Muslims fourteen centuries ago, all Qur'anic
verses dealing with Christians have since that time been irrelevant.

It was observed above that commentators have rendered the generally
positive Qur'anic approach to Muslim-Christian relations irrelevant to the
historical realities of the two communities. This they did by denying outright
the continued applicability of Qur'anic verses enjoining such an approach.
Otherwise, they limited them to a small number of Christians with whom the
Prophet had direct contact and who consequently accepted Islam.

The primary motivation behind this approach, we believe, has been the
continued religious, political, social, and economic rivalry between Western
Christendom and the world of Islam. To demonstrate this point, we shall
briefly look at three of the Sunni and one of the Shi'i commentators discussed
in this essay. It should, however, be noted that the others on the whole share
the same motivation and come to similar conclusions.

Sayyid Qutb argues that Q. 5:82-85 conclude a long narrative about the
corrupt beliefs of the Jews and Christians. They should, therefore, not be
read in isolation from other verses that call upon Muslims not to trust either
of the two communities.51 As we have already seen, the author limits the
verses to a specific group, "those who said we are Christians." Thus their
saying "inscribe us therefore with the witnesses" means "their entry into the
ummah of Islam in word and deed." Their witnessing would then be their
sacrifice of life and possessions in the cause of Islam. Qutb reads these verses
not as a call to an amicable dialogue but as a warning to Muslims to beware
the historic enmity of all other Christians. They are, in fact, intended by
those "who reject faith and deny God's revelations," who are mentioned in
the concluding verse of this passage.52

Qutb appears to favor the view of the well-known early traditionalist
Qatada, who did not refer these verses to any particular group. Rather, the
faithful Christians here intended "were people who followed the way of truth
which Jesus brought from God. But when Muhammad came, they believed
in him; thus God praised them." Otherwise, Qutb asserts that the enmity of
the Christians to Islam and the Muslims goes back to the battle of al-Yarmuk
in which Khalid defeated the Byzantine army in 636 C.E. He, however,
excepts those "whose hearts answered the call of Islam" as well as those
"who sought refuge in the justice of Islam against the oppression of other
Christians." Qutb concludes,

The overall historical perspective of most Christians has been [deter-
mined by I the Crusades, whose spark has never really been extin-
guished since Islam and the Romans met on the banks of the
Yarmuk river.5'
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Sayyid Qutb was an eloquent but also an uncompromising anti-
establishment, anti-Western Muslim activist. In his view, any economic, polit-
ical, or social cooperation between any Muslim country and Western
Christendom was a foolish capitulation on the part of these Muslims to
Christian world hegemony. In contrast, Sha'rawi-while taking Muslim-
Christian rivalry to be the cause of antagonism between the two communi-
ties-is far less harsh and more didactic in his approach. This no doubt is due
to the fact that he speaks for the Egyptian religious and government estab-
lishment, and through its media he addresses Egyptian citizens directly, both
Muslims and Christians. He also appears to have in mind Egyptian militant
Islamists, as he counsels dialogue rather than violent confrontation as a way
to solve religious and social problems.

The Christians whom Sha'rawi imagines are not those of modern rival
nation-states, but small traditional and peaceful dhimmf communities living
under Muslim protection. He thus argues that the rivalry between the Jews
and Muslims has always been over temporal authority. As for the Christians,
so long as they remained occupied with worship and devotions in their
churches and monasteries, there were no grounds for conflict between them
and their Muslim overlords. This is because, Sha'rawi further argues,

He who holds no temporal power would not show hostility to some-
one who attempts to seize it from oppressive rulers in order to estab-
lish justice among men, as the Muslims did towards Eastern
Christians and Jews when they conquered Egypt, Syria, and the Iber-
ian peninsulas.54

So long, therefore, as Christian authority is limited to learned pastors
and monks who seek to maintain moral and religious leadership among their
followers, Christians would remain nearest in amity to Muslims.

It is clear that Sha'rawi approaches these verses as a traditional Islamic
jurist. He thus interprets the words "yet they are not arrogant" to mean,
"they do not aspire for any leadership, but remain humble and morally
upright." All this stems from the nature of their religion, which gives them
great spiritual capacities, manifested in the principle of "turning the other
cheek." He concludes,

They shall remain nearest in amity to us so long as they possess the
qualities of moral uprightness, humility, and disinterestedness in
aspiring for temporal authority. But if they abandon any of these
characteristics and seek temporal authority, then this would mean
that they had abandoned the characteristic on account of which God
declared them to be nearest in amity. 55

Unlike Sha'rawi, Zuhayli adopts a traditional and historical approach
to these verses. He comes closer to accepting the apparent sense of the text
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than any of the Sunni commentators here discussed. Although he relates the
usual stories as possible occasions of the revelation of the verses, he still
attempts to understand them in their religious and historical context. He
writes,

Learned pastors and monks undertake to call others to faith, virtue,
meekness, and ascetic non-attachment to the world. They are not
haughty in regard to hearing the truth and justly following it. God
thus characterized them by learning, devotion, and humility.56

Zuhayli then interprets the weeping of the Christians as an emotional
appreciation of the word of God. They also admit that Muhammad is the
prophet foretold in their scriptures. Still, Zuhayli could not accept that Chris-
tians could do all this and remain Christians. Rather, "they then hasten to
accept the call of Islam, saying, 'Our Lord, we have faith; inscribe us there-
fore with the witnesses.'" He then interprets the rest of the passage in this
vein.57

Zuhayli asserts that the na$ara are those whom God mentioned in Q.
3:199 and 28:52-55, which we have already discussed. He does not identify
"those who reject faith and deny God's revelations" as all other Christians,
as Sayyid Qutb does, but as "those who reject faith in God's Oneness and the
prophethood of Muhammad."58 This may be interpreted to mean those who
do so but without necessarily becoming Muslims. It is nonetheless signifi-
cant that Zuhayli leaves some room for dialogue by leaving the question
open.59

Among the Shi'i commentators examined in this essay, Mughniyya offers
the most interesting and original commentary on the passage under discus-
sion. He clearly refers the verses to the time of the Prophet and the Makkan-
Jewish alleged alliances against the Muslim state of Madinah. He cites the
account of al-Najashi and his people as the occasion of the revelation of the
verses. Yet he argues that there is nothing in these verses concerning whether
Christians prefer Muslims, or that they hate the Jews more than those of
them who accept Islam. Rather, he says: "These verses indicate that Chris-
tian thought-with its humanism-is closer to Islam and its humanism than
it is to Jewish thought." This is clear, Mughniyya further asserts, to anyone
who reads the Hebrew Bible and the Gospel. He continues,

The God of the Gospel is the God of love and mercy toward all of
humanity, and this is exactly what the Qur'an teaches. As for the
God of the Hebrew Bible, he is inextricably bound to the Jews, and
they are His chosen people.

The author then wonders how Christians could believe at one and the same
time in the fanatical God of the Hebrew Bible and the God of the Gospel
"whose mercy encompasses all things."
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In keeping with this view of Christians, Mughniyya asserts that good
Christians "are not arrogant toward any of God's servants and His children."
He still wishes to limit the verses to a special event, so that they do not refer
to all pastors and monks. "This is why," he argues, "God uses here no def-
inite articles for the 'learned pastors and monks.'" Mughniyya concludes
with the following brief commentary on Q. 5:86 in support of his ideas:
"Thus the doer of good is not equal before God's justice with the doer of evil.
For, an evildoer may escape the punishment of men, but he shall have no
escape from God's punishment."6IJ

Conclusion

I have endeavored to show in this study that the Qur'an accepts religious
diversity but censures religious discord and conflict. Religious diversity
should, however, exist within a universality of faith in the One God and
acceptance of all His prophets and revelations. I have also maintained that
this universal faith in God and His revelations and prophets does not mean
religious uniformity. This means that Muslims, Christians, Jews, and indeed
all other faith communities who share this universal faith are called upon to
accept the authenticity of all God's revelations and the veracity of all His
prophets. Yet each community can and should worship God in its own way
and in accordance with the scripture revealed to it. This diversity of religion
and unity of faith should foster a spirit of amity and dialogue of faith among
all the people of faith.

Against my thesis, it may be argued that the Qur'an also contains verses
that foster disunity and discord. Such statements as, "0 you who have faith,
do not take the Jews and Christians as friends or allies (Q. 5:51)," and "Nei-
ther the Jews nor the Christians would be pleased with you IMuhammad]
unless you follow their religion" (Q. 2:120), can hardly be said to encour-
age amicable relations among the three Abrahamic communities.!>1 I have
argued elsewhere62 that the Qur'an is generally ambivalent in its attitude
toward Jews and Christians. This ambivalence is largely due to particular
circumstances and problems between Muslims and the people of the Book.
Therefore, verses like those I have just cited often referred to specific politi-
cal problems between the Prophet and the Jews of Madinah or neighboring
Christians. They should not, therefore, be used to negate the positive verses
which are, in any case, more numerous and more emphatic in their insis-
tence on mutual recognition and fair dialogue between Muslims and the peo-
ple of the Book.

I admit that ultimately my interest in interreligious dialogue is not sim-
ply an academic one. Without denying the need for academic integrity, it
must be recognized that we live in a religiously, culturally, and ideologically
pluralistic world which we can either share or destroy. We must therefore be
selective in our choices of sacred texts and concepts, and should give prefer-
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ence to those which encourage greater understanding and cooperation
among the people of different faiths and ideologies. This need is specially
pressing for the followers of such world religions as Christianity and Islam.
I therefore fully accept the charge of being highly selective in my use of
Islamic sources to this end.hJ

The Qur'an presents to the three peoples of the Book a challenge and a
promise. The challenge is for all of them to live by the moral and spiritual
dictates of the Torah, the Gospel, and the Qur'an. The promise is that if they
do so, hoth the sky and earth would freely bestow on them their blessings:
"were they to ahide by the Torah, the Gospel, and that which was sent down
to them from their Lord, they would have provisions from above them and
from heneath their feet" (Q. 5:66). Can Jews, Christians, and Muslims hear
the voice of God speaking to each in their own language through all three
scriptures? This is the challenge for the twenty-first century.
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Muslim Views of Christianity

Some Modern Examples

Introduction

Islam as a religious and cultural tradition grew in a milieu permeated with
Judaeo-Christian ideas. It was further nourished by the rich legacy of Greek
wisdom and science, a legacy which had previously shaped Christian civi-
lization. Ancient Greek philosophy and science, revitalized and remolded by
Islam, combined with the Qur'an and Arab tradition to give Islam its Weltan-
schauung and framework for its cultural heritage. Islam, in turn, gave back
to the West this Graeco-Islamic legacy which provided medieval Christen-
dom with its Weltanschauung and the impetus for its Renaissance, Enlight-
enment, and even its modern technology. Thus, the relationship between
Islam and Christianity is not that of superficial acquaintance; it is rather one
of interaction touching the very roots of the two traditions.

This fruitful interaction in philosophy, the arts, and sciences has been,
with a few notable exceptions, all but absent in the sphere of religious
thought and piety. Very early, each of the two communities formed its con-
ceptions and misconceptions of the faith of the other and refused to have its
image challenged either by direct dialogue or the contradiction of actual facts
when these were known. Islam has always venerated some of the most
important personages of the Christian tradition: Jesus and his disciples, his
mother Mary, "The Mistress of the Women of the World" (Q. 3:42),1 and
Zechariah and his son, John the Baptist. Yet whereas the Qur'an sought to
go beyond mere historical facts in its characterizations of these and other
biblical personalities, Muslims have, in the main, taken such characteriza-
tions as actual facts of history. When, therefore, their reading of these facts
differed from that of Christians, they dismissed the latter as willful distor-
tions of the truth. Christians, on the other hand, from that position despised
Islam, its Holy Book and Prophet and considered the enti re venture as the
work of Satan or more compassionately, perhaps, as a Christian heresy too
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stubbornly tenacious to be eradicated. The result on both sides has been irre-
ligious and often inhuman polemics which bred hatred, fear, and distrust.

The religious isolation of Muslims and Christians from each other may
be contrasted with a long history of political and military relations which
took the form of conquest and re-conquest, religious warfare, and finally
colonial domination and its aftermath. In each period of this long history,
religious interrelations reflected not only deeply entrenched misconceptions
and negative feelings but also the political and military situation. Muslim-
Christian dialogue, for the most part and until very recently, took place either
on the battlefield or between colonizing and colonized.

The four Muslim thinkers with whom this study is concerned represent
the last two stages of this long history. Shaykh Muhammad 'Abduh (d. 1905)
and his disciple, Sayyid Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935), witnessed the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire and its breakup into different regions dom-
inated by one or another colonizing Western power. They addressed them-
selves to the problems resulting from the defeat of Muslims, and hence their
feeling of inferiority in the face of Western technology and liberalism and
their growing doubt in their own faith and tradition. 'Abduh concerned him-
self with the defense of Islam against the secular threats of Western human-
ism, science, and philosophy. He appropriately entitled his book Islam and
Christianity: Between Science and Civilization.2 Rashid Rida, on the other
hand, addressed himself to the attack of Christian missionaries on Islam. His
work bears the title Shubuhat al-nasara wa hujaj ai-Islam (criticisms by the
Christians and the proof of Islam).'

The two other thinkers who will be considered in this essay, Shaykh
Muhammad Abu Zahrah and Ahmad Shalabi, lived and wrote after the Sec-
ond World War.4 They witnessed the end of the colonial era. Both claim to
be writing an objective, scholarly study of Christianity intended for Muslim
students in Egyptian colleges and universities. In actual fact, however, they
continue the usual polemics using the same old charges and countercharges,
albeit in a different style.

All four thinkers sought to answer actual or hypothetical Christian argu-
ments against Islam. The works of 'Abduh and Rida are generally an apolo-
getic defense of Islam, while those of Abu Zahrah and Shalabi are a
polemical refutation of Christianity. All four lived and worked in Egypt.
Rashid Rida, although originally Syrian, spent many years in Egypt, where
he carried on the work of his teacher, 'Abduh. All except Shalabi were rec-
ognized religious teachers not only in Egypt but throughout the Muslim
world.

Apologetics: In Defense of Islam

Imam Muhammad 'Abduh may be regarded as one of the most important
architects of the modernist movement in Islam. He was the child both of tra-
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ditional Islamic piety and learning and of nineteenth-century Western
humanism. As one firmly rooted in the traditional Islamic worldview, he
advocated a return to the golden age of Islam, the age of the "Pious Fore-
bears" (al-salar al-?ali!;), in which he saw both the norm and inspiration for
reform and progress. As a humanist, he regarded the normative age as not
only the model for great piety and pure faith, but also that of cultural cre-
ativity, freedom of thought and expression, and the confidence enabling both
the civil and religious authorities to seek knowledge, whatever its source and
manner of acquisition. This vibrant civilization in all its cosmopolitan diver-
sity, built by Muslim, Christian, Jewish, and other scholars, was for Shaykh
Muhammad 'Abduh the model of true Islam, which he sought to defend
against the attacks of Western secular humanism.

This defense was contained in a series of articles that first appeared in
the periodical al-Manar al-Islami, of which 'Abduh was the founder and
chief editor. The defense was prompted by a long study of the great Muslim
philosopher Ibn Rushd (Averroes), made by a Syrian Christian scholar, Farah
Antun, and published in al-Jami'ah, a humanistic philosophic journal. The
author was in reality critical of religion as such, which he regarded as an
obstacle to progress and free inquiry. He considered Islam only as an exam-
ple of this charge, which he would have as readily laid against Christianity.
Antun, again influenced by nineteenth-century critiques of Islam, compared
the nature and function of authority in the two religions. He argued that
Christian Europe had finally achieved the separation of religious and secu-
lar powers, thus allowing for greater freedom of thought and expression. In
Islam, on the other hand, the position of the caliph as both the religious and
political leader led to the restriction and opposition of this freedom.

The following brief discussion of 'Abduh's defense of Islam will be con-
cerned with his views of Christianity as the religious framework of a civi-
Iization.1 'Abduh begins his critique of Christianity with a detailed discussion
of what he calls "the nature of the Christian religion. "0 He sees Christianity
as essentially based on nonrational elements of faith and doctrine which in
the end determined both the growth and character of Western religion and
culture. He constructs his argument around six principles which he consid-
ers as the fundamental bases of Christianity.

The first of these is the principle of miracles, or supernatural phenom-
ena. Jesus, our author argues, based his message on the power to perform
miracles and gave that power to his disciples. Still more, he taught that if a
person had faith and commanded a mountain to move and be cast into the
sea, his prayers would be answered (Matt 21:21; 22:24).7 If, then, 'Abduh
concludes, everyone had the power of contravening the natural order, there
would no longer be laws of nature guaranteeing this order. 'Abduh's argu-
ment is clearly based on a strictly literal reading of the text, which misses its
real purpose. The problem arises, perhaps, from the fact that Muslims have
judged the question of miracles (mu'jizat) which God allows His prophets to
perform only as proof of their claim to prophethood or apostleship. The ten-
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dency of both Muslims and Christians to judge the tradition and the faith of
each other by their own standards has been a major obstacle in the way of
meaningful dialogue.

The absolute authority of the clergy constitutes the second fundamental
principle of Christianity in the view of Muhammad 'Abduh. Again, this is
based on the words of Jesus, who gave his disciples the authority to "bind
and loose" both on earth and in heaven (Matt 16:19; 18:18). This principle
places the faith of the individual and his salvation in the hands of church
leaders. Even if some Christians have managed to abandon this principle,
'Abduh argues, nonetheless "Christianity upheld it for fifteen long cen-

. "Iitunes.
The third fundamental principle of Christian faith and worldview is that

of world renunciation. Jesus himself taught, "do not be anxious about
tomorrow" (Matt 7:34) and declared that it is easier for a camel to go
through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of
heaven (Matt 19:24). If his principle were to be applied fully, human society
would altogether disintegrate. As proof of this argument, 'Abduh quotes the
words of Christ, "For there are eunuchs who have been so from birth, there
are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs
who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven.
He who is able to receive this, let him receive it" (Matt 19:12).

Not only are such principles unsuited to serve as bases of human order,
they are also irrational. 'Abduh thus gives the fourth principle as "faith in the
irrational." St. Anselm, for example, advised Christians, to believe first, then
to seek understanding, because in reality there is no need for understanding
in the certainty of faith. 'Abduh then comments with an obvious tone of
irony, "But woe to him who seeks understanding, if his search leads him to
anything opposing the requirements of his faith."9

The notion that the sacred scriptures of the community of faith contain
all the knowledge necessary for man's happiness and salvation is common to
Islam and Christianity. Muhammad 'Abduh, however, presents this as his
fifth principle of Christianity. He cites Tertullian as asserting that all branches
of learning which humankind could ever seek are contained in the Bible.
Hence, there is no need for resorting to any other source of knowledge. It
must be observed, however, that Tertullian himself was an intellectual firmly
rooted in Greek wisdom. As a Christian he sought to demonstrate the equal-
ity of biblical wisdom with that of Greece. This apologetic approach was
common to many intellectual circles, particularly that of Alexandria. In this
as in his other principles, 'Abduh pushes his argument too far, reaching con-
clusions not justified by the original ideas he seeks to emphasize.

What 'Abduh considers as the sixth and last fundamental principle is a
case in point. Christianity, he asserts, calls for divisiveness and discord
between Christians and others and even among Christians themselves. In
support of this claim he cites the words of Christ, "Do not think that I have
come to bring peace on earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword"
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(Matt 10:34). The influence of this saying, 'Abduh claims, has remained in
the hearts of Christians even though there were other sayings of Jesus free
from this spirit of violence.]o 'Abduh then goes on to consider the conse-
quences of these principles for the development of Western science and civ-
ilization. These were, first, limiting the reading and understanding of the
sacred scriptures to the ecclesiastical authorities alone, who even forbade the
laity to read the Bible. Second, the principle of divisiveness inspired by the
supposed teachings of Jesus and his refusal even to recognize his own mother,
brothers, and sisters (Luke 8: 19-21) was applied in its cruelest forms during
the Inquisition.11 The suppression of the quest for knowledge in any form by
the church in the belief that the Bible is sufficient was expressed in the dic-
tum, "Ignorance is the mother of piety." 12 Thus the West after the fall of the
Roman Empire and the adoption of Christianity as the only religion fell into
the torpor of the Dark Ages. The reawakening and renaissance of Europe
was possible only when the light of knowledge shone from the world of
Islam, dispelling the darkness of many centuries. 'Abduh therefore concludes
that Christian Europe was able to reach the high level of progress and wealth
it had obtained only when it abandoned religion or relegated it to the periph-
ery of social and intellectual life. The Muslim community, on the other hand,
lost its place of prominence in world society inasmuch as it abandoned Islam.
In this view, 'Abduh was followed by most apologists for Islam against West-
ern religion, science, and culture. One of the most eloquent spokesmen for
this view was Sayyid Muhammad Rashid Rida, to whom we shall now turn.

Muhammad 'Abduh aimed his defense of Islam, as we have seen, against
secular attacks. Although his small book first appeared in a series of arti-
cles, it presents a sustained and well-developed argument. Rashid Rida, in
contrast, wrote his defense against virulent attacks and invectives which
Christian missionaries waged against the Islamic faith, the Qur'an, and the
Prophet. Thus, Rida had to answer such attacks as they were made in Chris-
tian books, tracts, and journals. In addition, he had to answer questions
which these attacks raised in the minds of Muslims. His book, Shubuhat al-
nasara wa hujaj aI-Islam, is made up of a number of articles that treat a vari-
ety of subjects in a variety of ways, as the occasion demanded. We shall
choose for discussion a few salient themes of the book, imposing on them a
certain measure of coherence for the sake of a clearer presentation.

Rida begins his discussion with the Qur'anic injunctions, "Call to the
way of your Lord, with wisdom and good counsel .... " and, "Do not debate
with the people of the Book, except in the best manner, save those among
them who have committed acts of wrongdoing. Say, 'We believe in that which
was sent to us, and that which was sent to you; our God and your God is
One, and to Him we are submitters [Muslims]''' (Q. 16:125 and 29:46). He
then goes on to bemoan the sad state of Muslims which made it possible for
the opponents of Islam to deprecate it in its own home. "Muslims have
become powerless because they have weakened Islam, so that Europeans
lorded over them everywhere. Christian missionaries have, moreover, estab-
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lished themselves throughout Muslim lands, denigrating the Qur'an and
spreading doubt concerning the Prophet." LJ The author was not worried
about Muslims converting to Christianity, since a Muslim would not accept
the divinity of anyone other than God in spite of any influence on his think-
ing. Rather, he feared that Muslim youths might begin to doubt the validity
of religion as such and thus succumb to libertinism.

Rida saw it as his duty as a religious thinker and teacher to answer the
doubts and queries raised in the minds of Muslim readers by Christian mis-
sionary writings. He also felt an obligation to society to counter the hostili-
ties and distrust fostered by such missionary activities. He therefore
distinguishes throughout between what he calls "paid preachers," whose zeal
for the faith always depended on their salaries, and the "wise and virtuous
Christians," who, like him, wished that each community would respect the
faith of the other and together work for the good of all. Religion is in essence
one, which is the worship of the one and only God. It is for this reason that
Rida entitled his series of articles "Criticisms or Suspicions by Christians, and
the Arguments (or proofs: I;ujaj) of Islam." This is because "the Christian
religion itself does not contradict the Islamic faith; it is rather the Christians
themselves who seek to contradict it. The incontrovertible proofs or con-
tentions against them are not what the Muslims say, Iin fact Muslims] them-
selves have become an argument against their own religion. Rather, these
proofs are found in the Islamic religion itself."14 This universalistic view of
religion as the submission (islam) to God dominates the author's approach.

The most important subject of contention between Rida and his oppo-
nents was the scriptures of the two religious traditions. Thus, articles one,
six, eight, and nine seek to answer Christian arguments for the truth of the
Bible and the falsity of the Qur'an. The remaining articles, while dealing with
other matters, touch indirectly on the same issues.

Rida begins by presenting the Muslim view of the Old and New Testa-
ments. He goes far beyond the usual offhand Muslim rejection of these scrip-
tures. He argues that the Qur'an bears witness to the Torah (Tawrat) as a
book of sacred law (shar['ah) which God instituted through the prophet
Moses. It is not a book of Babylonian and Assyrian mythology, as much of
the Old Testament appears to be. Where its contents go against reason or sci-
ence, such portions must be considered simply as myths or calumnies against
God (as, e.g., the assertion that God felt regret in His heart, Gen 6:6). The
Torah, therefore, is "true, it is the sacred laws and decrees which Moses and
subsequent prophets of the children of Israel and their rabbis (al;bar) fol-
lowed." 15 The Qur'an does not, however, bear witness to the books of
prophets such as Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel. As for the Gospel (lnjrl), "it is,
in the views of Muslims, the sermons, maxims, and precepts that God
revealed to Christ and with which he imparted guidance and good counsel
to his people. What is contained beyond that in the books which Christians
call [thel Gospel belongs, in the view of Muslims, either to history if it is a
report or to its authors if is a matter of belief or sanction." 16 There are, Rida
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argues further, no authorities of transmission (asanid) for either of the two
testaments.

The Qur'an contends further against Christians, saying, "And among
those who say, 'We are Christians,' we took their covenant but they forgot
a portion of that which they were given for remembrance [i.e., the scrip-
tures]" (Q. 5:14). The Qur'an reproaches Jews and Christians who neglect
their own scriptures by not abiding by their laws and judgments. It refers to
the scriptures which the two communities possess, even though the sacred
books were intermingled with history and legend. This conclusion led the
Prophet to say, "Do not believe or disbelieve the people of the Book when
they relate to you what is in their Book." 17 This is because, Rida argues, we
have no criterion (furqan) by which we can distinguish between original rev-
elation and what was interpolated in the process of writing. It is possible,
however, to accept as reasonably probable that the laws, sanctions, and pro-
hibitions attributed to Moses in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteron-
omy "are most if not all parts of the Torah, for if they are not Torah, then
where is the Torah? We similarly accept the Sermon on the Mount and other
such teachings as reported in Matthew." IX

As has already been observed, Rida did not wish to engage in anti-
Christian polemics; rather, he felt compelled to answer the charges that Arab
Christian thinkers and missionaries advanced against Islam in their various
writings. He realized the futility of such polemical endeavors and repeatedly
called instead for mutual respect and cooperation between the two commu-
nities. Both Rida and his opponents judged the faith and the scriptures of
the others by the standards of their own tradition. Nonetheless, it must be
said that Rida was more convincing, calm, and rational. Like Muslims, fun-
damentalist Christians-and especially those of the Middle East-have con-
sidered their sacred scriptures as the actual Word of God. Yet while Muslims
in accordance with the Qur'anic view must regard previous revelations as
coming from God, the Christian view of revelation excluded any revelations
after the New Testament, which also superseded the Hebrew scriptures or
Old Testament, the only true revelation before the Gospel. Against this view,
Rida asks first, "How is it possible for Paul to annul the law of Moses and
Jesus and yet not possible for God to send another Prophet with a law more
perfect and nearer to reason than both; a Prophet, moreover, who came to
confirm the truth brought by other apostles, and to contend with Jews and
Christians as did Jesus with the scribes and Pharisees?" I'! Second, the Qur'an
urges the people of the Book to accept all the scriptures revealed by God,
including the Qur'an, and to live by them. Finally, the Gospels themselves
assert that Jesus came with the evangel to the children of Israel; hence the
Qur'an challenges them and those who accepted the Gospel to fulfill its
injunctions.20

Modern Muslim thinkers have laid much stress on reason as the final
arbiter of truth, again in accordance with the Qur'anic emphasis on the
necessity of understanding and reason.21 Their argument is that, at least in
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matters fundamental to the truth of any religious faith, revelation must
accord with reason. Otherwise, how can we accept as actual facts things
which science and reason would regard as impossible? Evidently the argu-
ment is appealing, and Christian thinkers have used it often in support of
the view that the Bible was sent by God as a guide for the daily life of soci-
ety and that God sent prophets to guide humanity to Him. Starting from this
assumption, Rida asks why God left humanity for so many thousands of
years without the Bible. Moreover, why should God have favored the Jews
with His guidance when all men are His creatures and servants? Rida then
asserts that if we were to consider the Bible as the only guide for humankind,
then we would have no way of explaining the fact that China and India,
both before and after the coming of Christianity, possessed civilizations
higher than those of both Jews and Christians. This does not constitute a
problem for Muslims because, Rida goes on, "in accordance with the guid-
ance of the Qur'an they admit the possibility that God has sent prophets to
the ancient Chinese and Indians to lead them to the level of felicity they had
enjoyed. Then, with the passing of time, they contaminated their pure faith
with polytheistic tendencies so that it was completely altered, as we
believe. "22 Similarly, the author argues, "Christianity was originally a heav-
enly religion of divine unity but Christians later turned it into the worship of
human beings such as Jesus and his mother."23

This comprehensive view of religion is unique. It asserts that God indeed
"did not lea ve Himself without a witness" (Acts 14: 17) and thus, "There is
no people but that a warner [i.e., a prophet] was sent to them" (Q. 35:24).
It further asserts that a civilization with a sound religious tradition based on
faith in the One God produces a strong and prosperous society. Christianity,
therefore, inasmuch as it is in essence a unitarian religion, has in itself the
potential of an advanced religious tradition. The Dark Ages, which followed
the corruption of the faith of Christ, ended only with the introduction to the
West of Islamic science and philosophy. Europeans, Rida asserts, "are the
nearest people to the religion of Islam in their good character, their self-
dignity, industriousness, seriousness of action, veracity, and trustworthiness.
They are guided by the laws (sunan) of the universe. They follow the laws of
the original state (fitrah) [of things] and seek knowledge through experi-
mentation and empirical verification." The author expresses the hope that
"as they have been led to all this by free investigation and broadening of
knowledge, they will likewise be guided to the rest of what Islam brought:
sound beliefs, moral principles, spiritual virtues and good deeds."24

True Islam, which is the religion of God, is one: "Had this Islam not
been veiled from the eyes of men by Muslims themselves, all the wise among
the Europeans would have followed it. "25 Rida therefore suggests that the
best service that can be rendered to religion as such is to make Islam known
truly, for that would help people to know Judaism and Christianity as well.
This can be achieved not by arguing from the Qur'an for the truth of the
Torah and the Gospel, then arguing from them to prove the falsehood of the
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Qur'an, as Christian missionaries have done, but rather by finding common
ground of harmony and concord among the three sacred scriptures. As we
have seen, however, Rida considers the books of the Old and New Testa-
ments to be a mixture of myth, legend, and history along with the true bib-
lical message as revealed by God. Thus, the Qur'an alone remains as the
source concerning which there is no doubt, whether of authorship and com-
pilation or in transmission. It is, moreover, the only book containing a mes-
sage that human reason can readily accept. Rida illustrates this by briefly
examining basic Christian concepts such as the Trinity and redemption. He
decides that these concepts are based on pagan and philosophical ideas and
not divine revelation.26 Salvation, he argues, depends on faith in the One
God and the performance of good deeds.

Rashid Rida presents what he considers three fundamental aims of reli-
gion in light of which he compares Islam and Christianity. He begins by
asserting that the probability of the truth of any idea must in the end be
determined by reason. If, on the one hand, a Holy Book proclaims things
that reason must judge impossible, then what other criterion can we apply?
If, on the other hand, all scriptures are in agreement, then religion is one. The
three aims of religion are, first, to lead humanity to sound beliefs which, sec-
ond, lead to the perfection of reason and the moral discipline of character.
This will lead further to good deeds and the perfection of the soul. On this
depends, third, the social welfare (ma?lal;ah) and benefits on which also
depend the perfection of the individual. As for the first principle, the Qur'an
demands the acceptance of matters of faith through reason and demonstra-
tion and condemns conjecture (:r,ann). With regard to moral discipline, the
Qur'an enjoins justice and moderation in contrast to the Gospels, which
advocate excess and immoderation as, for example, in the injunctions of
turning the other cheek and renouncing the world. Again in contrast to the
Gospels, the Qur'anic teachings aim at the greatest benefit of society and
protection against its own evilsY

It is clear from our discussion so far of both Muhammad 'Abduh and
Rashid Rida that Muslim thinkers have generally missed the real challenge
of the Sermon on the Mount. This they did by regarding it as law in the strict
Islamic sense rather than as an ideal to be striven for but never fully attained.
Christians have, similarly, sought to compare Muhammad with Christ, only
to conclude that the Prophet of Islam was a sinner unable to save other sin-
ners like him. On the basis of this assumption, Christian missionary schol-
ars have regarded Islamic piety, which is based on fear of God and hope in
His mercy, as an admission of despair in the face of sin, without a savior.
Many have therefore issued passionate calls to Muslims to come to Christ
and be saved. The entire debate, especially when it concerns itself with the
faith of believers of both communities, can only breed insensitivity and mis-
understanding. In all fairness, it must be said that Rida was generally guilty
of exaggeration and misunderstanding, while his Christian opponents were
guilty of both misunderstanding and insensitivity. Rida, for example, argues
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that salvation by faith alone and the practice of confession in the non-
Protestant churches can lead to license for lewdness and cruelty. He based
this statement at least in part, no doubt, on colonial policies in North Africa
and Egypt.

Nevertheless, he continues to distinguish between what he calls "wise
and virtuous Christians" and "paid preachers" seeking discord, criticizing
Islam, and ignorantly misrepresenting what they wished to criticize. In fact,
they did not seek to call Muslims to Christ but rather to their own sects.
Here again, Rida is generally correct in his assessment of many local Protes-
tant missionary activities. Rida concludes by calling again on the Christians
of Egypt to work together with Muslims for the good and prosperity of the
country. "The wise Qur'an teaches us that the religion of God, the Exalted,
is one in its essence. It teaches us further that all the prophets and the righ-
teous among those who believe in their message lived by it. It is the procla-
mation of the Oneness of God and His disassociation (tanzlh) from all
attributes of change, and that He alone should be worshipped. It is also the
fear which can deter human beings from acts of disobedience and evil deeds,
and the hope which leads to goodness and piety. "28 The author then observes
that prudent Christians all agree with him on this principle. Like him, they
wish that "the missionaries and leaders of every religion be guided to it. In
this way religion would be what God had decreed: a source of happiness for
human beings, not of misery and suffering or an impetus to spread discord
and hatred among them." 2~

Polemics: Refutation of Christianity

The attitudes of both Muhammad 'Abduh and Rashid Rida were not intran-
sigent; they could be regarded as conciliatory. 'Abduh was certainly correct
in his basic assumption that Islam is neither the source of social, political, and
economic problems affecting Muslim society nor the cause of the society's
lagging behind the West in science and technology. Such a charge indeed flies
in the face of the actual facts of Muslim history. Likewise, while Rida
asserted the superiority of Islam as a comprehensive guide for human living
and a rational faith, he wished that the men of faith in both communities
would live in harmony and amity. Such misunderstandings and exaggera-
tions evident in the works of both thinkers could be cleared up through direct
dialogue and interaction in an atmosphere of mutual respect and apprecia-
tion. This challenge remains for us today.

One would have hoped that the two authors who will concern us in the
remaining pages of this study represent a step toward better Muslim-
Christian understanding. In fact, they represent an unfortunate regression to
the classical patterns of polemics and counterpolemics. Although they display
greater acquaintance with primary Christian sources as well as the early
development of modern biblical scholarship, the purpose of their research
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was not to understand but to refute Christianity. Of the two, Shaykh
Muhammad Abu Zahrah, a traditional scholar, is more serious, objective,
and original. Doctor Ahmad Shalabi was trained at Cambridge University as
a historian. He displays in his book Muqaranat al-adyan, II: al-Masihiyyah
(Comparative Religions II: Christianity)30 neither a high level of political
thinking nor rigorous scholarship. Therefore it may be more useful to follow
the argument of Abu Zahrah and refer to Shalabi only where he presents
important points setting forth his own view.

Abu Zahrah begins with what he considers as true Christianity, or the
Christianity that Jesus taught. He admits that this true Christianity cannot
be learned from the scriptures and history books of the Christians because
these have been tampered with, so that they can no longer be considered
trustworthy. The religion of Jesus must therefore be sought in the Qur'an.

According to the Qur'an, Jesus believed and taught the religion of
absolute divine Oneness (tawl;fd). This is of two kinds, the Oneness of God
as the sole creator of all things, and His Oneness in Himself, in that His
essence (dhat) is free from anthropomorphism, composition, and change.J1

Furthermore, Jesus received from God a Book which is the Gospel (InFl),
confirming the Torah, revitalizing its laws, and supporting its true sanctions.
It is a book of light and guidance to the God-fearers. It announced the com-
ing of an apostle after Jesus, whose name was to be Ahmad (Q. 61:6). It is
the Gospel by which the Qur' an challenges both Jews and Christians to abide
(Q.5:47).

In his presentation of the actual message of Jesus, Abu Zahrah tries to
synthesize Gospel material with the Qur'anic view. Thus, Jesus taught first
that there are no mediators between God and human beings except the piety
and good deeds of an individual believer. Second, Jesus called men and women
to asceticism and renunciation of worldly wealth. He finally warned them
against divine wrath on the Day of Judgment. This emphasis on asceticism
was necessary because the Jews of his time were dominated by a materialis-
tic view that denied the life to come-both its rewards and its punishments.J2

Shalabi wrote after Abu Zahrah and thus he uses the latter's work as
one of his main sources. In his discussion of Jesus and his significance within
the divine plan of guidance, Shalabi begins with the story of Mary and
Zechariah, relying on the Qur'an as well as the Gospel accounts. The Qur'an
tells us that God breathed into Marya spirit from Him (Q. 29:91; 66:12).
The author first discusses the various meanings of the word s/Jirit (rul;), one
of which is the vital force that instills new life into living beings or, in other
words, it is the divine creative word (amr).B Thus, God "breathed into Mary
a spirit which He created without the mediation of a human father. The
meaning of breathing here is the act of instilling life in the hody."34 Shalabi
then asserts that the creation of Jesus in this way does not give him priority
over other prophets.

There is a new tendency among modern Muslim thinkers to demythol-
ogize Jesus and play down the miraculous aspect of his life. This tendency is



Muslim Views of Christianity 223

no doubt a reaction to classical Islamic hagiography, on the one hand, and
to the christological theology in Christianity, on the other. Both authors
therefore present rational explanations of the life and miracles of jesus. Thus,
Abu Zahrah comments on the manner of the creation of Jesus as follows:
"This bringing into being [of jesus] was an act whose agent was an angel,
one of the pure spirits who breathed into the garment of Mary, and thus was
brought into being a man without human seed."35 Abu Zahrah similarly
asserts that although Mary conceived Jesus in a miraculous way, neverthe-
less the duration of that conception and the manner of the birth of the child
were normal. Likewise, although the Qur'an states that Jesus talked to men
in the cradle (Q. 19:29-33), he thereafter ceased speaking until God gave
him the power of speech in the normal way of children. Here we see an inter-
esting view of Jesus; he was not himself a miracle, but God wrought mira-
cles through him and for a special purpose.

The wisdom in the birth of jesus without human father, in the view of
both thinkers, is first to manifest the power of God and His will in creation,
which He created out of nothing. It is, second, in order for God to manifest
the spiritual aspect of humankind to a people who denied the soul, thinking
man to be the body only. Similarly, as with Christ's miracles, every prophet
wrought miracles to suit his time and counter the errors of his people. There-
fore, the miracles of Moses were designed to counter the magic of the ancient
Egyptians and those of Jesus, Greek medicine, and the materialism of his
own society.

As has already been observed, miracles in Islam are granted by God to
his prophets and righteous friends (awliya') only as proof of their status.
Shalabi therefore rejects the Gospel account of Christ's miracles because,
first, they were too many and, second, because they are like theatrical acting
without a purpose. He protests, "God causes to die and jesus revives. "36 He
further criticizes the Gospel assertion that the master gave this power to his
disciples and the church after them. He objects, "Were the pope able to raise
the dead and heal the deaf and the leper, as Jesus did ... all disagreement
among religions would cease and all men would follow him. "37 Yet if jesus
did come with such great miracles, a fact on which both Muslims and Chris-
tians agree, why did people not only disbelieve him but even seek to kill him?
But from the Islamic point of view, of course, Shalabi's objections would
apply to all the prophets whose people rejected them in spite of their mira-
cles.

With regard to the end of Christ's earthly existence, both writers accept
the general modern Muslim view which is based on traditional Qur'anic exe-
gesis (tafsir) and the Gospel of Barnabas. In agreement with traditional ideas,
they have denied the crucifixion of Christ, claiming instead that another bore
his likeness and was killed in his place. Relying on the Gospel of Barnabas,
they argued that Judas Iscariot bore the likeness of Jesus' face and voice and
was deservedly killed. Shalabi, however, realized that the Gospels speak of
Judas as having lived after his master's death and therefore offered the pos-
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sibility that Jesus escaped and lived in hiding until he died a natural death.
He writes, "Because the message of Jesus was meant especially for the chil-
dren of Israel (Q. 3:49), and because he abandoned them, then his apostle-
ship was ended. He therefore lived his appointed term and died." lX

Both Shalabi and Abu Zahrah argue, as did Muslims before them, that
Christianity which grew after the death of Jesus, its supposed founder, bears
at best a vague resemblance to his original message. They present three main
causes for this distortion. The first is the persecutions which Christians suf-
fered during the formative period of their religion. The Gospels, as well as
all the other books of the New Testament, were written during this period.
Abu Zahrah argues that all historical sources agree that these not only made
martyrs of Christians but forced many of them to renounce their faith and
deliver its sacred scriptures to the fire. They had no protection until the reign
of Constantine, which "was an age of ease and blessing for Christians, but
not for Christianity. "39 The age of persecution left its indelible mark on
Christianity. It destroyed for subsequent generations of Christians all links
between the master and those who wrote his teachings in their Gospels.
Thus, he argues, we have no trustworthy record of the historical transmis-
sion of these books, and therefore they cannot serve as the basis of a religious
tradition.

The second cause was Neoplatonic philosophy, which dominated the
intellectual scene during the early period of Christian history. The third and
equally important cause was the syncretistic character of Roman religion.
The poverty and social instability which Roman society endured at the time
led many to seek consolation and hope in religion. This tendency, of course,
needed a metaphysical framework within which a synthesis of religion and
philosophy may be found. The religions that were to be included in this
schema were Roman paganism, Judaism, and Neoplatonism.

The author argues that Christianity became the actual result of this syn-
thesis. From Neoplatonic philosophy Christianity adopted the doctrine of
the Trinity. If, he concludes, "we were to consider the first cause or the One
as the father, the nous [reason or logos], emanating from the One as the son,
and the universal soul or spirit as the Holy Spirit ... we would not have
gone wrong in our analogy. "40 The main difference between the two is that
Christianity finally asserted the divinity of the Son and the Holy Spirit, while
Neoplatonism did not regard the nous and the universal soul as divine. Abu
Zahrah bases this theory on the fact that the Trinity, as a worked-out doc-
trine, appeared after the establishment of the Alexandrian philosophical
school. He therefore asserts, "The one who comes first must be the teacher
of the one who follows. "41

Both Abu Zahrah and Shalabi cite a large number of sources. Abu
Zahrah depended mainly on traditional Eastern Christian works, while Sha-
labi used, in addition, modern studies by Western scholars as well as polem-
ical works by Muslims and Christian converts to Islam. In his discussion of
what he considers as the "real source of Christianity," Shalabi argues that
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Christianity is a mixture of Paul's teachings and pagan ideas and rituals. He
presents a comprehensive table, demonstrating that the birth, trial, and res-
urrection of Christ were modeled after the legends of the Buddha and pagan
deities of India and the Near East.42

It must again be observed that no religious tradition was born in a vac-
uum. Therefore, no religious tradition is free from the rites, myths, and ideas
of its so-called pagan environment. It may be further argued that this fact is
proof not of the falsehood of a religious tradition but rather of the univer-
sality of truth. Can Muslims deny, for example, the pre-Islamic Arabian roots
of the pilgrimage ritual? Conversely, can anyone deny the Islamic character
and significance of this rite? Such charges and arguments in the end defeat
their own purpose and would not convince anyone.

Abu Zahrah remains to a large extent within the framework of Christian
history. He thus regards "the real sources of Christianity" as, first, the New
and Old Testaments and, second, the ecclesiastical tradition. He devotes a
great deal of space to the consideration of each of the four Gospels and the
rest of the books of the New Testament. As a Muslim, however, he puts far
too much stress on the Gospels, which he examines by the standards of the
Qur'an and hadith tradition. He therefore sees the large number of Gospels
from which the four canonical ones were chosen as indisputable proof of
their inauthenticity. He repeats the usual Islamic charge that "the four
Gospels were not dictated by Jesus, nor were they sent down to him as a
direct divine revelation. They were rather written after him. "43 Abu Zahrah
uses the traditional Christian disagreements concerning the exact date and
authorship of each Gospel, as well as the findings of modern biblical schol-
arship, not as tools for understanding Christianity but as weapons for its
refutation. There is, of course, nothing to be gained from trying to repro-
duce all the minutiae of his tedious but impressive endeavors.

Abu Zahrah takes the term Injrl to refer always to an actual book
although he realizes that it actually means "good news" (bisharah). Thus,
referring to the statements in Matthew and Mark that Jesus preached the
good news of the kingdom and that Saint Paul also spoke of the "Gospel of
the Son" (Matt 24:14 and Mark 1:15)44 he asks whether or not there was a
true Gospel of Jesus. He admits that none of the four Gospels has been so
designated. Therefore, he concludes, "Should we then understand that there
actually was a true Gospel that was revealed to Jesus and which he preached
as they Ithe Christians I claim? ... and that this Gospel must be considered
as the foundation of this religion? "45 He sees a possibility for this in the "Q"
document which he renders into Arabic as al-qalb (the heart). It is interest-
ing to observe what he would expect from such a Gospel, had it been pre-
served. "Can we then say that this was the Gospel that was sent down to
Jesus and that it is his Gospel and the Gospel of God? ... Would that the
church had preserved this Gospel and endeavored to protect it, so that it
would be as a sharp sword against dissension and the final arbiter among
men of controversy and contention .... It also would have been the scien-
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tific source for all those wishing to write about early Christianity and follow
its stages of development across the ages and the controversies of history. "46

Modern Muslim thinkers have sought to reconstruct in part the Gospel
of Jesus from the four Gospels where these agree with the Qur'an and the
Gospel of Barnabas. Shalabi states unequivocally, "the disappearance of the
Gospel of Jesus was an intentional act because it had a close relationship to
the Qur'an ... the disappearance of this Gospel, moreover, smoothed the
way for interpolations, deletions, and alterations in the teachings of the
Christian religion so that its foundations collapsed and its features as a
revealed religion were lost. "47 As an example of Gospel distortions, Shalabi
summarizes a study by an Egyptian Christian convert proving that the
angelic hymn announcing the birth of Jesus to the shepherds was in fact an
announcement of the coming of Muhammad and Islam. The angels must
have spoken to the shepherds in Aramaic and thus must have said, "Praise
be to God in the Highest; Islam is about to come to the earth, it will be
brought to humankind by Muhammad. "4g

The Gospel of Barnabas appears to be a late apologetic work, perhaps
written by a Christian convert to Islam. In it Christ denies in no uncertain
terms all claims to divinity and sees himself as the precursor of Muhammad.
It puts in his mouth the words of John the Baptist, "even he who comes after
me, the thong of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie ... " and thus
declares Muhammad to be the true Messiah.49 In this, the Gospel of Barn-
abas departs sharply from Islamic belief, according to which Muhammad is
only a prophet and not a Messiah. The Gospel of Barnabas was discovered
in 1709 in the Vatican library and was translated into Arabic in the early
decades of the twentieth century. Since its appearance in Arabic, Muslim
scholars have relied heavily on it in their disputes with Christians. Abu
Zahrah alleges, therefore, that the Gospel is ancient and may have figured
among the books which the church, under Pope Gelasius I in 492, forbade
the laity to read. The church rejected this Gospel for many reasons, among
which are, first, its denial of the divinity of Jesus;50 second, for declaring the
victim of the Abrahamic sacrifice to have been Ishmael and not Isaac; and
third, for asserting that the coming Messiah was Muhammad and not Jesus.51

Finally, the Gospel of Barnabas denies the crucifixion of Christ and asserts
instead that Judas bore his likeness and was killed.52 Abu Zahrah discusses
in great detail the life and status of Barnabas in the early church and his dis-
agreement with Paul. He further asserts on the authority of early Christian
historians that Peter and Mark both denied the divinity of Christ.53

The "insidious error" began with Paul, who had no authority to trans-
mit from Jesus, being neither one of his disciples nor even a disciple of his dis-
ciples. Paul, according to our author, was a scheming genius who constructed
a Christianity foreign to the teachings of Christ and his disciples, a Christi-
anity concocted from diverse elements of Graeco-Roman philosophy and
religion. Abu Zahrah argues further that because ancient Christian sources
do not tell us where Paul received his instruction in Christianity, we have no
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reason to suppose that he was inspired by God. Thus Paul, the actual founder
of Christianity according to our authors, was himself neither a trustworthy
source nor a man of righteous character. 54

Abu Zahrah attempts to show that neither the Gospels nor the Epistles
of St. Paul are beyond suspicion. He endeavors further to prove, on the basis
of Christian sources, that doubts were raised from the beginning with regard
both to the date and the authorship of the Gospels. Although he admits the
Pauline Epistles to be genuine, he denies the veracity of their author and his
claim to revelation or inspiration. This he does on the basis of certain con-
ditions which, he asserts, any sacred scriptures must meet if they are to be
considered as divinely revealed or inspired. First, the veracity of the recipi-
ent must be beyond any doubt and must be proved by miracles as a challenge
to those who deny it. It must be accepted across the centuries and supported
by an unbroken chain of trustworthy transmitters. Second, the sacred book
must not contradict itself nor any part deny or invalidate any other part. It
must further be characterized by wisdom and high moral principles. Third,
the apostle to whom the book is revealed must himself claim revelation
(wa!?y) and prove his claim by miracles and unbroken testimony. Finally, the
chain of authority guaranteeing the historicity of the apostle and his revela-
tion must consist at each link of a large number of men whose truthfulness
must be beyond doubt, and their agreement complete.

Abu Zahrah then concludes that neither the apostles nor the books attri-
buted to them meet these essential conditions; hence, Christianity altogether
rests on a shaky foundation. He does not accept the role of the Holy Spirit
on Christian terms since Luke, neither in his Gospel nor in Acts, gives a list
of the names of the seventy or the hundred and the seventy apostles on whom
the Spirit descended in the Upper Room. The author also cites modern Chris-
tian writers who have asserted that not everything in the New Testament is
inspired. Furthermore, Luke, who is our main source on the apostles, was
himself neither a disciple of Christ nor a disciple of his disciples. Therefore
his claim for the apostleship of Paul or any of the other apostles cannot be
accepted. Or did any of the disciples make such a claim? Paul only called
himself the apostle of Christ and not the apostle of God.

Likewise, Abu Zahrah sees in the contradictions and disagreements
among the books of the New Testament still another proof of the fact that
they were neither revealed nor inspired by God. He argues that Matthew
and Luke differ markedly in their report of the genealogy of Jesus. He also
sees basic disagreements among all four Gospels regarding the trial and cru-
cifixion of Jesus and also concerning his resurrection, subsequent appear-
ances, and ascension. The Gospels, Abu Zahrah contends, report several
natural portents accompanying the death of Jesus, such as darkness and
earthquakes, which are not mentioned by any of the historians of the time.
He thus concludes, "If these books appeared to be full of contradictions, dis-
agreements, and fallacies ... then they cannot be considered as revealed
scriptures. "5\
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After proving to his own satisfaction that the very bases of the Christian
faith are in doubt, Abu Zahrah goes on to refute the creed, or substance of
the Christian faith. He analyzes the various components of the Nicene Creed
and argues that it is not based on the faith and teaching of Jesus but that it
is rather the eclectic innovation of the church in its various councils. He takes
issue not with the religious significance of Christ's divinity but with the the-
ological formation of the doctrine of the Trinity. He admits that Christians
do not consider the sonship of Christ as a physical relationship with God;
still he objects to the irrational attempts of Christians to harmonize between
tritheism and unitarianism. Like Muhammad 'Abduh and Rashid Rida, and
indeed Muslims in general, Abu Zahrah asserts that what cannot be com-
prehended by human reason cannot be believed by the heart either. On sim-
ilar grounds, he rejects the concept of redemption.

Abu Zahrah then analyzes the major councils and their major theologi-
cal conclusions. He attempts to demonstrate the gradual development of
Christian theology which, he argues, contradicts the teachings of Christ even
as preserved in the Gospel,56 Early Christianity, until the time of Constantine,
represented a struggle between belief in the One God and pagan tritheism.
The first to sow the seeds of such erroneous ideas was St. Paul, who was
opposed even by the disciples.57 The role of the Alexandrian theological
movement was, Abu Zahrah argues, "the key" to the actual history of Chris-
tian theology. He therefore counsels those who are interested in knowing
"how Christianity was changed from a unitarian faith to one deifying Jesus"
to study carefully this movement.5X The second step, that is, the deifying of
the Holy Spirit, followed naturally in the process of modeling Christianity on
Neoplatonic philosophy. Abu Zahrah identifies the Holy Spirit as a spirit
from God "which He created and made a messenger between Him and those
to whom He wished to make a direct revelation (wa~y) or communicate a
matter of universal significance. It is not the spirit of God lin the sense that]
it is related to His essence. "59

The struggle between unitarianism and trinitarian innovation may be
seen in the assertion of Paul of Samosata, "I do not know what the Word
(Logos) is nor what is the Holy Spirit," as well as in his denial of the eter-
nity of the Son.60 Abu Zahrah therefore divides Christian history into two
main periods, the period of unitarianism, which went to the Council of
Nicaea, and that of trinitarianism, which continued from then to the pres-
ent. Similarly, he categorized Christian sects into the old ones, most of which
were unitarian in belief, and the later sects, which were based on trinitarian
ideas. He sees, furthermore, direct Islamic influence on the iconoclastic
movement in Byzantium in the eighth century as well as in the Reformation,
seven centuries later.

Islam, in spite of all disturbances in its early history and the attempts of
new converts to bring into it foreign notions, remained pure because its foun-
dation, the Qur'an, was preserved without any change or alteration. Thus
our author presents the Qur'an, "the luminous star illuminating the deep
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darkness" to he the decisive criterion of distinguishing Christianity and truth
from the legends and fables that corrupted it.61

Both Ahu Zahrah and Shalabi call on the Christians of today to carry the
Reformation, which hegan in the sixteenth century, to its natural conclusion.
This, of course, means the rejection of the Trinity and return to the worship
of the One God. People such as Leo Tolstoy did in fact repudiate the old
heliefs, according to Abu Zahrah; in that sense, such people were essentially
Muslims. The challenge presented by Muslims is thus not for Christians to
hecome Muslims but to return to original Christianity, which is Islam in its
essence.

Conclusion

The picture presented by the four thinkers considered in this study is a typ-
ical one. Moreover, were we to make a similar presentation from the Chri-
stian side, the results would have been similar. Neither Muslims nor
Christians in the Middle East try to study each others' traditions on their
own terms. If Ahu Zahrah compares Christian sacred writings with those of
Islam, only to find the former wanting, he finds a Christian-Egyptian minis-
ter doing exactly the same thing only to prove the opposite. Ibrahim Sa'id,
a well-known Protestant minister, used the same method of polemical pre-
supposition and arguments to prove the truth and authenticity of Luke's
reports against those of the hadith. Thus, in his attempt to refute the minis-
ter, Ahu Zahrah changes his approach from a calm and even tedious exam-
ination of Christian sources to a lively diatrihe against his opponent.62 In
fact, the Muslim view of revelation with its emphasis on a book is essentially
shared hy Eastern Christians. This may be due not so much to the interac-
tion of the two communities but rather to an ancient common heritage to
which the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions are heir. Only recently
has liheral Christian scholarship begun to take a broad view of revelation as
the divine involvement in history, of which the Bible is only a human record
or interpretation. Muslims have so far dealt mainly with Middle Eastern and
fundamentalist Christianity. In a sense, therefore, Muslim-Christian dialogue
is hehind the times both in its assumptions and conclusions.

True dialogue is conversation among persons and not a confrontation
he tween ideas. If Muslim-Christian dialogue is to be at all meaningful, it
must go heyond the letter of scriptures, creed, and tradition. Men and
women of faith in hoth communities must learn to listen to the divine voice
speaking through revelation and history, and together seek to understand
what God is saying to Muslims through Christianity and to Christians
through Islam. In more practical terms, this means that Christians and Mus-
lims must go heyond the history of a reified religion and try instead to share
in the commonality of faith. Then it will, we hope, he realized that although
Christians and Muslims have followed different roads toward the goal of
human fulfillment in God, the goal is one and the roads meet at many points.
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Pope John Paul II on Islam

Muslim-Christian relations are as old as the Islamic tradition itself. Before his
Prophetic mission, while still a youth, Muhammad's prophethood is believed
to have been recognized and foretold by the Christian monk Bahirah.' The
truth of Muhammad's mission and authenticity of the scripture revealed to
him were confirmed by the aged Christian savant Waraqah bin Nawfal.
Waraqah's testimony to the truth of Muhammad's apostolic mission con-
firmed him in his resolve to preach his new message of faith in the One God
to an idolatrous and stubborn people.2 When some of the Prophet's follow-
ers could no longer endure the persecution of the hostile men of Makkah, he
advised them to seek protection with the Christian king of Abyssinia.'

Historical Overview

Christians are described in the Qur'an as "the nearest in amity" to the Mus-
lims (Q. 5:82). Twice they are numbered among the religious communities
whose faith and good works will be richly rewarded by God, "and no fear
shall come upon them nor will they grieve."4 Yet the Christians are sternly
reproached for their extremist claims concerning Jesus and even accused of
rejection of faiths.'

Thus, the Islamic position towards Christians has from the beginning
been an ambivalent one. This ambivalence is characteristic not only of the
Islamic view of Christians but of Christian-Muslim relations generally. One
fundamental reason for this ambivalence is that both faiths are intensely mis-
sionary oriented. Each claims to have exclusively a universal message of truth
and salvation for all of humankind. Each community, moreover, considers
the other to be in grave error in its basic understanding of God, his nature,
and relationship to humanity and its history.

While it may be argued that Muslim-Christian relations are now better
than they have ever been,6 in fact little has changed in the basic attitudes of
the church and the ummah toward each other. There has been on both sides

Previously published in .fohn Paulii and interreligious Dialogue, ed. Byron L. Sherwin and
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a grudging recognition of their common faith in the One God but also a deep
mistrust of the aims and intentions of each community toward the other.
This mistrust stems from long-held distortions and misrepresentations of the
faith and culture by both communities. These distorted images have often
been used to justify long and bloody conflicts between Western Christendom
and the world of Islam.

On the basis of this common faith in God and commitment to do his
will, in 1077, Pope Gregory VII wrote to the sultan, ai-Nasir, ruler of Bejaya,
in present-day Algeria, reminding him of this common faith and commit-
ment. The pope admonished the Muslim ruler, "God approves nothing in us
so much as that after loving Him, one should love his fellow." He continued,
"You and we owe this charity to ourselves, specially because we believe and
confess one God .... "7 Less than two decades later, in 1095, Pope Urban II
sounded an entirely different note at the Council of Clairmont, which he
used to launch the first Crusade against the Muslims. In his famous address
the pontiff contrasted the Franks, "the beloved of God," with the Muslims,
whom he called, "an accursed race, a race utterly alienated from God .... "g

New Hopes and Old Prejudices

The millennium following these harsh words has seen many positive changes
in Muslim-Christian relations. A new era of meaningful and constructive
dialogue began with Vatican II (1962-1965). In this essay we are concerned
with the position of the Catholic Church toward Islam and Muslims, and
more specifically, with the pronouncements of Pope John Paul II on Islam.
It must be noted at the outset that the following analysis of His Holiness's
pronouncements will mirror the same ambivalence that has characterized
the relations between the two communities throughout their long history.

In many ways the pronouncements of Pope John Paul II on Islam echo
the spirit and letter of the Vatican II. In particular, Nostra Aetate, one of the
council's major documents expressing the church's new spirit of openness to
dialogue with "non-Christians," has been the primary inspiration for the
pope's approach to Islam. Nevertheless, His Holiness often returns to old
and conservative attitudes of the church toward Islam and Muslims. This is
particularly the case, as we shall see, when he addresses Catholic clerics liv-
ing in Muslim lands. The issue that will concern us in this study is, therefore,
the apparent inconsistencies in the Holy Father's pronouncements on Islam
and what this means to the commitment of both the church and the ummah
to interfaith dialogue.

Pope John Paul II has been more prolific on Islam than any pontiff before
him. This is undoubtedly due in large part to his numerous pastoral visits to
Christian minorities living in Muslim lands.~ No less important in this regard
is the participation of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue in
international interfaith activities. On such occasions the pope addressed
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Muslim participants on behalf of the Catholic Church. Other reasons for the
pope's concern with Muslims and Islam have been international conflicts
such as the Lebanese civil strife, the Gulf War, and the tragic interreligious
conflict in the former Yugoslavia. Still another reason is the diplomatic rela-
tions of the Vatican with many Muslim nations.

I shall selectively examine the statements of Pope John Paul II on Islam
chronologically over a fifteen-year period (1979-1994). These statements
will be considered under three categories, those addressed to Muslims
directly and those addressed to Christians about Islam. The third and equally
important category is the pope's writings, especially his encyclical Redemp-
toris Missio (Mission of the Redeemer, 1991) and the book Crossing the
Threshold of Hope (1994). These two recent documents provide the theo-
logical framework for the pope's personal position toward other religions in
general and Islam in particular.

The first journey of the pope to a predominantly Muslim country was to
Turkey in November 1979, slightly over a year after his accession to the pon-
tifical office. In a homily delivered at the chapel of the Italian embassy in
Ankara, the pope exhorted the Catholic community to live in peace and
amity with fellow Muslim citizens. He praised Turkey's secular system, which
allows all citizens to practice their own religion without any discrimination.
"Although they do not acknowledge Jesus as God," the pope observed, Mus-
lims "revere him as a prophet, honor the Virgin Mary and await the Day of
Resurrection." He extolled Islamic moral, spiritual, and social values, which
Christians also hold. The pope finally called on both Muslims and Chris-
tians to collaborate on the basis of their common faith in God in promoting
peace and brotherhood "in the free profession of faith proper to each." III

It is important to note here that honoring Jesus and his mother is not an
Islamic gesture of goodwill toward Christians. It is rather an essential part
of their faith. But to "acknowledge Jesus as God" is for Muslims to associ-
ate other gods with God, which is the only unforgivable sin.11 While we
believe such theological issues should not be ignored by Christians and Mus-
lims in their efforts to promote better understanding through honest dia-
logue, they should be recognized and dealt with patiently and with great
sensitivity.

In May 1980, first in Kenya and then in Ghana, the pope echoed the
same sentiments in his addresses to Muslim leaders of the two African coun-
tries. He found in the worship of the One God, the creator of heaven and
earth, a bond uniting Christians and Muslims. He affirmed the church's com-
mitment to dialogue with Islam, but also asked that "her own heritage be
fully known specially to those who are spiritually attached to Abraham and
who profess monotheism." 12 This somewhat veiled reference to missionary
work among the Muslims of Africa is more openly expressed in later
speeches, particularly to African bishops and missionaries engaged in med-
ical, educational, and other humanitarian services.

The dual mission of the church as a good Samaritan to the poor and suf-
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fering peoples of the world, and also as the maker of disciples for Christ "of
all nations" (Luke 10:25-37; Matt 28:19), was emphasized by the pope dur-
ing a two-day stop in Pakistan on his way to the Far East. His holiness
exchanged expressions of goodwill with the late Pakistani President Zia-ul
Haq. He observed that, while the primary mission of the church is a spiritual
one, she nonetheless always seeks to promote the dignity of all human beings
through schools and other educational, charitable, and social institutions.
Then reflecting the spirit of Vatican II, the Holy Father concluded his address
with the prayer that mutual understanding between Christians and Muslims
grow deeper and that ways of greater cooperation be found "for the good of
all." U

The attitude of mutual mistrust and hostility which have on the whole
characterized relations between the Christian West and the Muslim world
had its roots not only in fundamental theological differences but also in polit-
ical, economic, and military rivalries. Within less than a century of the
Prophet's death, Christendom lost to Muslim domination some of its most
central provinces. Asia Minor, Egypt, and North Africa were very early irrev-
ocably lost, and for centuries the Iberian peninsula and other important parts
of Christian Europe were centers of Islamic learning and power.

While, moreover, significant Christian minorities survived in Egypt and
other Middle Eastern lands, in North Africa, or the lands of the Arab West
(al-Maghrib), the home of Cyprian, Ambrose, and Augustine, Christianity
disappeared forever. Yet North Africa's pre-Islamic religious heritage left an
indelible mark on its popular Sufi piety. This piety, in turn, provided the basis
of spiritual fellowship with mystically inclined Christians such as the well-
known Christian mara bout Charles de Foucauld. De Foucauld tried and suc-
ceeded in sharing his Christ-like life with Muslims in Algeria, who saw in him
a Sufi saint as well as a saintly Christian hermit. He thus broke the religious
barriers that had long separated Muslims and Christians without compro-
mising his own religious convictions.14

Another equally significant point of contact with the West has been the
deep penetration of French education and culture of most North African
societies. Therefore, in spite of the disappearance of indigenous Christianity
in North Africa, the church has enjoyed long and spiritually fruitful rela-
tions with the region.

In his address to North African bishops on November 23, 1981, the
pope spoke of the need to strengthen the small Catholic communities in that
region in order that they may "bear a genuinely Christian witness among
those who receive them." He also observed that this witness may be enriched
by Muslim culture and piety. The pope, however, cautioned that empathy
for Islamic spirituality should not obscure the primary responsibility of the
Christian, which is to "witness to the faith in Christ and to Christian values."
He finally counseled that Catholic women married to Muslim men should
always be an object of solicitude by the church. For, he asserted, their pres-
ence in Muslim families allows them to witness directly to their faith. 11
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The approach of Pope John Paul II to Muslims centers on two essential
concepts, interfaith dialogue and Christian witness. These appear to be in
the Holy Father's mind two closely interrelated terms. Thus, the purpose of
dialogue is to facilitate Christian witness. But the aim of both is ultimately
the conversion of Muslims to Christianity.

This goal was enjoined upon the bishops of Mali during their ad lim ina
visit to Rome on November 26, 1981. The Holy Father encouraged the bish-
ops to engage in dialogue with Muslims as well as with people of other faiths.
"But dialogue itself," he asserted, "would lack an important dimension if it
did not foresee the possibility of one freely asking for baptism." 1(,

Were this goal to be directed at the followers of African and other non-
monotheistic traditions, an argument could be made that the aim is to lead
them to faith in God. But with Muslims, dialogue ought to be a dialogue of
faith among the worshipers of the God of Abraham and all the prophets,
including Muhammad. Otherwise dialogue, whatever form it may take,
would be simply a cover for some form of postcolonial proselytization. This
is particularly the case when dialogue is conducted in the context of West-
ern church-related medical, social, and educational missions.

The pope is, according to Catholic tradition, not only the successor of
St. Peter as the head of the universal church; he is also an international polit-
ical figure. Understandably, therefore, the pope would have many and at
times conflicting agendas, depending on the time, place, and audience that
he addresses. This may account, at least in part, for the apparent inconsis-
tencies in his statements.

Speaking to Muslims in Nigeria on February 14, 1982, the pope called
for better understanding and cooperation between Christians and Muslims
on the basis of common spiritual and moral values: faith in God and sub-
mission to God's holy will, and the commitment to defend human life and
dignity. The context of this address was the family and its sanctity as "a pre-
cious nucleus of society." On the basis of a common spiritual and moral pat-
rimony, he insisted, we can "in a true sense call one another brothers and
sisters in the faith of the One God." 17

The Holy Father called for safeguarding religious freedom, particularly
in the education of children, which is usually taken to mean the freedom to
teach the Christian faith. Yet there was no allusion to missionary activities
of any kind. Rather, he counseled that religious education be used as a means
to "counter the efforts of those who wish to destroy the spiritual aspects of
man. " I X

In a highly significant speech addressed to the leaders of the Muslim and
Jewish communities in Lisbon on May 14, 1982, the pope presented a gen-
uinely pluralistic theology of dialogue among the peoples of the Abrahamic
traditions. Behind this religious pluralism, he averred, there must exist a
unity of faith confirmed by personal conduct. The spiritual life of the faith-
ful of all three communities would, the pope further argued, help those who
are searching for the Transcendent. It may help such sensitive souls to enjoy
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an inner glimmer of the reality of God in their lives. He continued, "Since,
convinced as we are of the good which belief in God constitutes for us, the
desire to share this good with others is spontaneous." lY

The pope went on to assert that for many people in today's world, God
is either unknown or erroneously symbolized by ephemeral human powers.
Therefore, interfaith dialogue could foster greater appreciation of the spiri-
tuality of every religious tradition. In this way interreligious dialogue could
expose the myth of building a new and harmonious world order without
God, one that is based solely on anthropocentric humanism. In doing this,
the pope concluded, we would contribute to the common good of human-
ity.20

This theology of reconciliation and the freedom of faith, spiritual reform,
mutual tolerance, and dialogue among peoples of different faith traditions
constituted an essential component of the pope's message to the world, at
least in the early years of his papacy. Concrete expression of this theology of
universal faith in the One God was given in the apostolic letter of John Paul
II, in celebration of the jubilee year of redemptionY One of the themes of this
letter is the role of Jerusalem as a symbol of peace and harmony for the fol-
lowers of the three Abrahamic faiths.

After speaking of the place of the Holy City in the devotional life of the
three faith communities, the pope declared:

I think of and long for the day on which we shall be so taught by
God, that we shall listen to His message of peace and reconciliation.
I think of the day on which Jews, Christians and Muslims will greet
each other in the city of Jerusalem with the same greeting of peace
with which Christ greeted the disciples after the resurrection, "peace
be with you" (John 20: 19).

The diversity of expressions of faith and culture in the Holy City should, His
Holiness counseled, be "an effective aid to concord and peace."22

The theology of the unity of faith among all the believers in God, which
the pope so eloquently presented to the leaders of the three monotheistic reli-
gions in Lisbon in May 1982, was again expounded at the Vatican three
years later. The occasion was a colloquium on the theme of holiness in the
two traditions.2 ' The Holy Father began his address to that interfaith, inter-
national gathering with the Qur'anic affirmation, "Your God and ours is
one and the same, and we are brothers and sisters in the faith of Abraham. "24
He then compared and contrasted the concept of holiness in the three
monotheistic traditions and its manifestation as a quality of life in the Chris-
tian and Muslim communities. He contrasted the holy life of such virtues as
uprightness, righteous living, and goodness, which the two religions enjoin,
with such "self-centered tendencies as greed, the lust for power and prestige,
competition, revenge, lack of forgiveness and the quest for earthly pleas-
ures." These and similar vices, the pope observed, turn humankind away
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from the path to goodness, "which God has intended for all of us." He con-
cluded by observing that there are countless men and women-Muslims,
Christians, and others around the world-who "quietly live authentic lives
of obedience to God and selfless service to others." Such holy lives "offer
humanity a genuine alternative-God's way to a world which otherwise
would be destroyed in self-seeking hatred and struggle.25

To Muslims and Jews, as we saw, the pope's message of goodwill and
cooperation in promoting peace and social justice is usually based on a com-
mon faith and religious kinship. But when he spoke to Muslim and Hindu
representatives in Nairobi, Kenya, on August 18, 1985, he emphasized social
action based on general moral and spiritual values common to all the major
religions. He thus argued that the communities of these world religions
should not remain passive in the face of spiritual and social needs, violations
of human rights, wars, and other disasters.

In that gathering the pope acknowledged religious diversity but also
unity in the worship of God. He asserted, "God's will is that those who wor-
ship him, even if not united in the same worship, would nevertheless be
united in brotherhood and in common service for the good of all." This com-
mon quest for spiritual and moral fulfillment, the pope asserted, should moti-
vate us all to work together in facing the challenge of helping the world to
"live in peace and harmony with respect for the human dignity of all. "26

In a notable address to Moroccan youths delivered on the following day
in Casablanca, the pope added a humanistic dimension to this universal mes-
sage of goodwill. Since the pope referred often to this address in later encoun-
ters with Muslims, it must be regarded as an especially significant statement
of his position toward Islam and Muslims. The irenic tone of this speech was
perhaps determined by its audience. Among other world issues, the pope
addressed the need for more justice in world affairs, the lack of North-South
solidarity, and the plight of refugees. The earth, the pope asserted, is God's
gift to all of humankind. All are equally entitled to its resources, and all have
the right to live on it in peace and security. Furthermore, since every human
being is in a certain sense the image and representative of God, we must love
and respect every human being. He added, "Man is the road that leads to
God .... "27

For the purpose of this study, however, it must be noted that in this
address the pope spoke unequivocally of the common religious heritage of
Muslims and Christians. He said, "I believe that we Christians and Muslims
must recognize with joy the religious values that we have in common and
give thanks to God for them."

In keeping with his role as a pastor, the pope presented to Moroccan
youths a long list of common beliefs and practices that bind Muslims and
Christians. These include prayers, fasting, and almsgiving, as well as hope in
God's mercy both in this world and the next. He concluded, "We hope that
after the resurrection God will be satisfied with us, and we know that we will
be satisfied with him. "2H
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His Holiness repeated many of the same ideas in a homily that he
preached in the same city and on the same day. But since he was speaking
then to Christians, he repeated his call for witness to Christ to Muslims.
Again, he couched this call to witness in the pastoral language of Christian
love and charity. In their dialogue with Muslims-which the pope admitted
was not always easy-Christians should be ever conscious of the mystery of
salvation, which they must communicate to others with love. As the theme
of the homily was love, the Holy Father concluded, "If we have no love, our
presence here will do nothing. Our witness will remain empty."29

On February 26, 1986, in Vatican City, the pope received in audience
jewish, Christian, and Muslim participants in a colloquium organized under
the auspices of the jerusalem Hope Center for Interfaith Understanding and
Reconciliation. The theme of the colloquium was "One God and Three Reli-
gions." The pope appropriately highlighted the two divine attributes of
mercy and justice, which both the Bible and the Qur'an teach. He also
expressed the oft-repeated hope of peace and reconciliation among the three
faith communities through the city of peace, jerusalem, which is a living sym-
bol of God's will for all to live in peace and mutual respect. He continued,
"In today's world it is more important than ever that people of faith place
at the service of humanity their religious convictions, founded on daily prac-
tice of listening to God's message and encountering Him in prayerful wor-
ship. "\0

It is noteworthy that when the Holy Father speaks to representatives of
the three religions, he places the three faiths on an equal footing as legitimate
paths to God. Furthermore, his call for placing religious convictions at the
service of humanity gives dialogue its true meaning and purpose. Still another
noteworthy point is the absence in such addresses of any missionary motives.

This conciliatory attitude, however, raises an important question. Why
does the Holy Father insist on missionary work among Muslims when he
talks to Christians, and even to Muslims, but avoids any reference to it when
he addresses jews? One reason, I believe, is that jewish-Christian dialogue
has made far better progress toward achieving a common language among
equal participants than has Muslim-Christian dialogue. Another reason is
that most of world jewry has for centuries shared with the West a common
history and culture. Islam, on the other hand, has for long been "the myste-
rious other," and the Muslim world has been an archrival to Western Chris-
tendom. Be that as it may, at a time when Christians and Muslims live as
neighbors in every Western metropolis, the old ambivalence which remains
characteristic of some of the pope's pronouncements on Islam is hardly con-
ducive to constructive dialogue.

Despite the fact that the Holy Father has enthusiastically participated in
interfaith gatherings, he nonetheless appears to be uncomfortable with such
undertakings. This may be because interfaith activities mean de facto recog-
nition of the equal validity of all religions as paths to the divine or ultimate
reality. This admission would, of course, question the pope's view of the
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church's missionary mandate. The pope's cautionary attitude may conversely
be due to the recognition of the uniqueness and integrity of every religion,
which must not be compromised through interfaith activities, particularly
those involving interfaith common prayers.

Both the enthusiasm and ambivalence of the pope toward interreligious
common devotions were clearly evinced in his opening address to the World
Day of Prayer for Peace, held in Assisi on October 27, 1986. His Holiness
began by observing the great value of so many religious leaders coming
together for such a noble cause. This shows, he said, "that there exists
another dimension of peace and another way of promoting it, which is not
the result of negations, political compromise or economic bargaining. "31
Through religious diversity, the pope further asserted, prayers for peace
express a common spiritual bond and a relationship with the power that sur-
passes all our human capabilities.

As for His Holiness's ambivalence, it may be discerned in the following
qualifications that he placed on the aims of the meeting under discussion.
He argued that the purpose of the gathering was not to seek religious con-
sensus among the participants or negotiate their faith convictions. Nor does
it mean, the pope said, that "religions could be reconciled at the level of com-
mon commitment in an earthly project which would surpass them all." Nor
should such a gathering be regarded as a concession to relativism in religious
beliefs, "because every human being must sincerely follow his or her upright
conscience with the intention of seeking and obeying the truth. "32But is not
the ultimate goal of dialogue to achieve a fellowship of faith, a sort of "reli-
gious consensus" that would see in the diversity of expressions of this com-
mon faith a divine blessing?

Dialogue or Evangelization?

It was observed above that Vatican II ushered in a new era of Muslim-
Catholic relations. The council, however, did not declare acceptance of Islam
as a theological belief system but only an end to hostility toward Muslims
and an appreciation of Muslim piety. All that the council did, therefore, was
open the door for Muslim-Catholic dialogue in an atmosphere of mutual
respect and tolerance. This new approach, however, still calls for the evan-
gelization of Muslims, as the pope's attitude toward Islam indicates. But the
question remains, Is this openness true dialogue, or could it be simply con-
descending tolerance aimed at facilitating evangelization?

Since the beginning of his pontificate, Pope John Paul II has heen con-
sciously urging African and Asian bishops to engage in friendly dialogue with
Muslims, hut at the same time to intensify their efforts in "spreading the
Good News."33 Yet in an address to a Christian-Muslim colloquium on reli-
gious education in modern society, he went a long way toward espousing a
completely free and open approach in dialogue with Muslims and others on
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the basis of their common humanity. The pope first admitted that there are
basic differences between the two faiths, but he continued, "Christians and
Muslims both hold that the true path toward human fulfillment lies in car-
rying out the divine will in our personal and sociallives."34 A precondition
for dialogue is sound religious education, which should inculcate respect for
others and openness to them as children of God, regardless of race, religion,
economic status, gender, or ethnic identity.3s

From this limited survey of his pronouncements, it appears that the Holy
Father's attitude toward Islam and religious pluralism in general grew more
conservative through the years of his papacy. This may perhaps be a reaction
to the epochal world events of the last two decades, as well as the increasing
secular and liberal challenges within the church itself. The pope's attitude
toward religious pluralism is expressed in a growing emphasis on evange-
lization.

In a papal letter addressed to the fifth plenary assembly of the Federa-
tion of Asian Bishops, held in Bandung, Indonesia, in July 1990, His Holi-
ness advocated an ever-greater commitment to evangelization for the Asian
local churches. The praise that he lavished on these churches for their
dynamic "witness to the Gospel" is significant in view of the fact that among
the most "dynamic local churches" is the Indonesian church. Thus, Muslims
around the world believe that Indonesia's large Muslim population is a prime
target of this evangelization. Whether true or not, this belief helps perpetu-
ate old Muslim suspicions of Christian motives.

The pope grounded his strong call to evangelization in the document of
Vatican II Nostra Aetate, which declares,

Although the Church gladly acknowledges whatever is true and holy
in the religious traditions of Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam as a
reflection of the truth which enlightens all men, this does not lessen
her duty and resolve to proclaim without fail Jesus Christ who is
"the way, the truth and the life" (John 14:6).J6

Moreover, he acknowledged the validity of the theological idea-based on
the classical notion of the seminal divine word (logos spermatikos)-that the
righteous followers of other religions may be saved by Christ without the
ordinary means which God had established for salvation. Yet he still insisted
that this "does not cancel the call to faith and baptism which God wills for
all people. "37

Carrying the logic of this argument to its ultimate conclusion, His Holi-
ness repudiated the principle of religious pluralism, which is crucial to any
meaningful dialogue. He argued that the idea that the church is only one of
many ways to salvation is contrary to the Gospel and to the church's very
nature. He rejected as well the principle of sharing one's faith with another
person in the hope of deepening the other's faith within his or her own reli-
gious tradition.JX
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The pope's position toward other religions is clearly and emphatically
argued in an encyclical which he issued shortly after the Gulf War.1Y Although
this important document says nothing about Islam in particular, the pope
may have had Muslims, and particularly the Arabs, in mind when he called
on people in the latter category everywhere to "open the doors to Christ. "40
In traditional fashion, the pope divides humanity into two camps, Christians
and those who do not know Christ. Since the number of such people in the
latter category has doubled since Vatican II, he urged the entire Christian
church to become a missionary church.

The thrust of the main argument of this encyclical is stated in the open-
ing declaration of the first chapter: "Jesus Christ the only savior." The pope
elaborated this point thus: "God has established Christ as the one mediator .
. . ." God also established the church as the "universal sacrament of salva-
tion." He then concluded, "To this catholic unity of the people of God, there-
fore, all are called. "41

To the important question "why mission?" the pope replied that the
church's faith is that true liberation can be attained only through Christ.
Only in Christ can humanity be saved from slavery to sin and death. While
no one can question the centrality of this doctrine to the church's faith, it is
not one that Islam and Judaism accept, either as part of their own faith or
as a common basis for dialogue with Christians. Nor can it serve in today's
pluralistic world as a basis for dialogue with any other faith community. This
is because this doctrine leaves no room for a genuine fellowship of faith,
which must be the ultimate goal of interreligious dialogue.

On the eve of the twenty-first century, after the development and dis-
semination of the scientific study of religion and the steady advance of global
communication, meaningful dialogue is possible only on the basis of reli-
gious and cultural pluralism. This means that Christians and Muslims must
accept the fact that God did not speak only Hebrew, Greek, or Arabic, but
rather he speaks to every people in their own tongue and to their own cul-
tural and spiritual situation. Furthermore, the universality of divine revela-
tion is attested in both the New Testament and the Qur'an (see Acts 14:17;
Heb 1:1; and Q. 35:27).

While the pope admits that God mysteriously guides all nations to know
him, he insists that true knowledge of God can be attained only through
Christ and the church "which is the instrument of salvation." He further
asserts, "the Holy Spirit offers everyone the possibility of sharing in the
Paschal mystery in a manner known to God."42 But this only means the pos-
sibility for everyone to be a Christian, and that should be the church's uni-
versal mission. On this principle of the inner preparatio evangelica of every
human being, the papal encyclical calls for "mission to the nations." The
objective of this mission is to found Christian communities everywhere and
to develop mature and fully functioning churches in areas where Christian-
ity has not taken root.43

On the basis of this encyclical and other papal statements of the 1990s, it
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may be concluded that Pope John Paul II is clearly committed to the old doc-
trine extra Ecclesiam nulla salus. But inasmuch as he advocates interreligious
dialogue, he may be considered a neo-exclusivist. He is more aware of the
diversity and richness of religious traditions than the ancient church fathers
who first advocated this exclusivist doctrine. But like them, he cannot accept
genuine religious pluralism, because it compromises the church's mission to
the nations. He therefore views dialogue as simply an instrument of mission.
"Interreligious dialogue," the pope wrote, "is a part of the Church's evangel-
izing mission." Dialogue, he further argued, should be based on the conviction
that the church "alone possesses the fullness of the means of salvation. "44

Conclusion

The theme of the universality of divine guidance to all human beings to the
knowledge of God is taken up by His Holiness at some length in his book
Crossing the Threshold of Hope.4\ Here, however, he does not take seriously
such phenomena as animism and ancestor worship as legitimate religious
practices, but wishes to use them as openings for introducing the Christian
faith to the followers of these traditions. In the veneration of ancestors, the
pope sees some sort of preparation for the Christian concept of the church
as the communion of saints, "in which all believers, whether living or dead,
form a single community, a single body."41i Therefore, missionaries, the pope
observes, find it easier to speak a common language with these people than
with the followers of the higher religions.

The pope's position toward Islam in this book is especially significant,
because here he speaks not as the pope but as a private person. I must there-
fore conclude that what he says about Islam in this book represents his own
convictions. He calls Muslims "believers in Allah, "47 forgetting that Allah is
only the Arabic name for God, which was used also by Arab Jews and Chris-
tians long before Islam. Anyone who knows the Old and New Testaments,
the pope avers, can clearly see how the Qur'an "completely reduces divine
revelation." The Qur'an, therefore, moves away from what God said about
himself in the two testaments, "first through the prophets and finally ...
through his son." He concludes, "In Islam all the richness of God's revela-
tion which continues the heritage of the Old and New Testaments has defi-
nitely been set aside. "48

I noted earlier the pope's Qur'anic affirmation in his address to the col-
loquium on holiness, "Your God and ours is the same, and we are brothers
and sisters in the faith of Abraham. "49 In this book he says, "Although beau-
tiful names are given to the god of the Qur'an, he remains a god outside the
world, a god who is only majesty, never Immanuel, 'God with us."'\O Thus
we see that the" All-merciful God," of whom His Holiness so often reminded
Muslims is the God of us all, is absent in his book. The major fault of Islam
for His Holiness is ultimately that Islam is not Catholic Christianity.



244 Muslim-Christian Dialogue in the Modem World

It was argued above that the ultimate goal of true dialogue is a fellow-
ship of faith. This existential fellowship will not be achieved between insti-
tutions, or perhaps even their official representatives. It remains the quest of
sincere seekers after the truth, pious men and women of whom Christ said,
"You shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free" (John 8:32).
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Glossary

'abd. Servant (of God)
ahl al-dhimmah. Non-Muslims in an Islamic state under the protection or covenant

(dhimmah) of God, the Prophet Muhammad, and the Muslims as mandated by
the Qur'an and prophetic tradition

aman. Protection, or safe conduct
amanah. Primordial trust or covenant between human beings and God
amr. Divine fiat or command
'aqd. Bond or contract
a'rab. Nomadic Arab tribesmen, as distinct from city dwellers
awliya' (sing. wall). Friends of God; Sufis; saints
ayah. Sign or a single verse of the Qur'an
barakah. Divine blessing or grace transmitted through a holy person or place
dahr. Pre-Islamic notion of time; fate, over which no one has any control
Dajjal. "Anti-Christ"; "the one who lies"; he will appear toward the end of time only

to be defeated and killed by Jesus Christ, who will descend from heaven for that
purpose

dar ai-Islam. "Abode of peace," refers to places under Muslim rule and where Islamic
law is enforceable

da'wah. Mission; Qu'ranic reference for a call to invite people to Islam
fiqh. Islamic jurisprudence
fi.trah. Original state of creation of all human beings
ghuluw. Extremism in religion
!ladrth qudsl. Divine saying, related by the Prophet
!lajj. Annual pilgrimage to Makkah, obligatory for every Muslim at least once in his

or her life, if they are able to make their way there
al-!laqq. Truth, also one of the names of God
!larbr. One with whom a state of war exists
hawa. Inclination or desire
hijrah. Migration; also refers to the migration of the Prophet Muhammad and his fol-

lowers from Makkah to Madinah in 622 C.L, which marks the start of the Mus-
lim era

!lulul. In mystical terms it refers to an indwelling of the divine in human; divine
incarnation

!lunafa' (sing. !lanrf). Refers to pre-Islamic "generic" monotheists who were neither
Christians nor Jews

'rd al-Fi.tr. Muslim holiday celebrating the end of Ramadan, the month of fasting
i!lsan. Righteousness or goodness, embodying the higher stages of faith
ilham. Inspiration from God; often received by those believers who are "closer" to

God
rman. Faith
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inbithaq. Procession or emanation
ittihad. Union; in mysticism, union of creature with the creator
al-jidal al-ahsan. Fairest debate (Q. 16:125)
jizyah. Poll tax, an obligation on non-Muslims living in Muslim lands in exchange for

protection and military exemption
khalrl. Intimate friend of God; a Qu'ranic attribute for Abraham
kharaj. Tax on agricultural land
kuffar (sing. kafir). Those who reject or conceal the truth; also translated as "unbe-

lievers"
kufr. Rejection of faith
Mahdi. "The one who guides aright"; a reference to the future messianic ruler of the

world before the end of time who will restore the true religion of Islam
Majus. Reference to Zoroastrians
Masrh. Messiah, the Christ
mi'raj. Prophet Muhammad's celestial journey
mujtahid. Islamic scholar who engages in ijtihad-the exercise of personal judgment

in interpreting the law in matters not clearly defined in the Qur'an and the hadith
mulk. Dominion and authority
mu'minun (sing. mu'min). Believers; those who have faith
mushrikun. (sing. mushrik). Those who "associate" another authority/god with the

One God (Arabic, Allah)
muwahhid. Unitarian; one who believes in the One God
na~ranr (pI. na~ara). Christian man or woman
qiblah. Direction toward Makkah, which a Muslim worshiper faces in prayer
qidam. Beginning-less eternity of God
qira'ah. Reading of the Qur'an; recitation
Quraysh. Tribe to which Muhammad belonged and which led the Makkan opposi-

tion to Muhammad's new faith
qutb. Sufi term referring to a person around whom the universe revolves; every age

is said to have its qutb
rahmah. God's infinite mercy; appears numerous times in the Qur'an
~adaqah. Charity
~alah. Formal worship done five times a day by practicing Muslims
~amad. Meaning eternal refuge; also one of the names of God
shahadah. Muslim declaration of faith; the first pillar of Islam: "There is no god but

God and Muhammad is the Messenger of God"
shahrd. Witness; martyr
sharl'ah. Islamic sacred law
shaykh. Spiritual leader, a learned person/scholar of Islamic religious sciences
shirk. Major sin in Islam; the association of any thing or creature with God; idol

worship
sunnah. Example of Prophet Muhammad known through his sayings, actions, and

silent approbation
surah. Roughly equivalent to a chapter in the Qur'an
tafsrr. Interpretation or exegesis of the Qur'an
taghut. False gods; idols
takfrr. Expiation of sin; also the controversial practice of declaring someone to be a

kafir, or rejecter of faith
taklrf. Divine charge or obligation for rational men and women
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tanzrh. God's transcendence
taqiyyah. Dissimulation; in Shi'ah tradition, a practice of concealing one's faith to

escape persecution
taqwa. Righteousness; piety; God consciousness
tawhrd. Oneness of God; part of the first pillar of Islam is belief in the unity of the

divine being
ummah. Global Muslim community
wahdat al-wujlid. Unity of being; concept that permeates the writings of the well-

known Sufi Ibn 'Arabi and his school
wahy. Revelation, or the coming of revelation
walad. Offspring; child
wihdaniyyah. Unicity of God
wiladah. To engender
zakah. Obligatory tax for all Muslims mandated by the Qur'an
zunnar. Belt or sash that non-Muslim subjects of a Muslim state wore as a mark of

distinction from Muslims
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